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ABSTRACT
LOVE AND LEARN: CREATING SPACE FOR AUTHENTIC CARING IN FAMILY CHILD
CARE
Katherine Kelly Hart Meehan
Graduate School of Leadership and Change
Yellow Springs, OH

Children benefit from engagement in early education and care (ECE) programs that support
their learning and development while also providing a point of connection to critical
resources for their families. For children from economically disadvantaged families, the
lack of access to high-quality ECE results in a persistent achievement and opportunity gap
(García & Weiss, 2015). A significant portion of ECE occurs in home-based early learning
environments, also known as family child care (FCC) programs, which play a critical role
in supporting children from low-income and immigrant families (Layzer et al., 2007; Porter
et al., 2010). Unfortunately, this sector of ECE has seen declining numbers of licensed
caregivers over the past decade, due to increased regulatory requirements, low pay,
competing commitments, low professional status, and working conditions involving long
days in isolation from colleagues or peers (NSECE Project Team, 2016; Tuominen, 2003;
Stitou et al., 2018). Using grounded theory methodology, this study explored the lived
experience of successful FCC educators, examining the impact of professional identity,
intentionality of practice, and management of competing demands on educators’ efficacy,
psychosocial well-being, and job satisfaction. The stories shared by educators in this study
underscore the value of maintaining and supporting this sector of the ECE ecosystem. The
findings provide a deeper understanding of the conditions and social processes that allow
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FCC educators to be effective and thrive in their work. This insight is the key to
retaining high-quality programs, recruiting new professionals into the field, and developing
strategies to support and strengthen FCC programs that serve young children and their
families. This dissertation is available in open access at AURA (https://aura.antioch.edu)
and OhioLINK ETD Center (https://etd.ohiolink.edu).

Keywords: early education and care, family child care, home-based care, job satisfaction,
psychosocial well-being, professional identity, caregiving, professionalism, intentional practice,
vulnerable children and families, relational practice, authentic caring, love, leadership, program
quality, grounded theory, feminist grounded theory, constructivist grounded theory
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CHAPTER I: EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION: A MORAL AND ECONOMIC
IMPERATIVE
There can be no keener revelation of a society’s soul than the way in which it
treats its children.
—Nelson Mandela
(1995)
Young children benefit from caring consistent relationships with parents and other
caregivers and thrive in developmentally appropriate learning environments that foster
discovery and play (Twardosz, 2012). Data collected through the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) shows a strong connection between the number
of years a child participates in high-quality early care and education (ECE) and academic
performance at age
15. According to the agency that collects and analyzes PISA data, the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2017):
Early childhood education and care can improve children’s cognitive abilities
and social-emotional development, help create a foundation for lifelong
learning, make children’s learning outcomes more equitable, reduce poverty, and
improve social [and economic] mobility from generation to generation. (p. 11)
In addition to the developmental benefits of early education, evolving social norms
and economic pressures in the United States have led to an increase in maternal
participation in the workforce (OECD, 2012). Recent estimates identify that in the United
States, nearly two thirds of children under the age of five participate in some type of
nonparental child care while their parent is working. However, the United States does not
yet have a comprehensive policy or strategy to support universal access to high-quality
early learning settings for all children, unlike many other OECD countries. Public
investment in ECE in the United States is fragmented, with an array of funding streams
from the state and federal level that primarily target children in families with low
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socioeconomic status and those with special needs. However, most states have long waiting
lists for child care subsidies and federally sponsored programs. Universal access to
public primary education begins in kindergarten (or first grade), when school attendance becomes
compulsory.

In the absence of substantial government support, working families with young
children are left to navigate a complex and costly system of early education, which is
predominantly market-driven. Cancian et al. (2002) point out the many contradictions
posed by a market-driven approach, stating that “markets are designed for profit ...
However, caring for children and youth is not an immediately profitable endeavor” (p.
131). They also note that care is often needed by those “who are most vulnerable and least
able to pay for it” (Cancian et al., 2002, p. 131). As such, those with greater income are
able to forego income to care for their own children or enroll their children in higher
quality programs that not only support parents’ work needs, but also provide development
enrichment. Child care subsidies offered through the Child Care Development Fund target
the lowest income children but are often structured in a way that does not align with the
employment patterns of their parents. Zaslow et al. (2014) note that there are many families
and children “slipping through the cracks for whom there may be meaningful benefits of
participation [in sponsored ECE programs], but who are not well served by existing
policies, programs, and systems” (p. 65). These families include those in which parents
work nonstandard hours or have unpredictable employment, as well as children in
immigrant families, both documented and undocumented. These parents are forced to patch
together an array of care arrangements, many of which are not optimal for their children’s
health and wellbeing.

3
According to a report by OECD (2000) on the state of early childhood education and care
policy,
U.S. policy:
continues to treat the family as a self-reliant entity, economically self-contained,
supportive and nurturing. Given the knowledge that we have about young
children’s learning capacities in the early years, it is surprising that providing
support for the educational role of the family is not considered an issue for society
at large, and not just for individual families. In this respect, the U.S. stance differs
from that in most other OECD countries, where the youngest children are viewed as
society’s collective responsibility. (OECD, 2000, p. 39)
Lack of access to high-quality ECE for children from these socially and
economically disadvantaged families results in a persistent achievement and opportunity
gap when they enter kindergarten and impacts their educational trajectory for the next
decade (García & Weiss, 2015). Investment in universally accessible, high-quality ECE is
therefore both a moral and economic imperative. The early education system, as it is
currently configured in the United States, is underfunded, incohesive, and provides
inequitable access to quality programs. In the absence of a national strategy to address this
critical need, what can be done to increase the supply of affordable and accessible ECE
programs for children and families within all communities? Since family child care (FCC)
is a cornerstone of the local supply, what can we learn from successful FCC educators that
would help attract and retain more professionals in this important sector?
Who Cares? An Overview of the ECE Landscape
ECE for children from birth through age five takes place in a wide range of settings,
the majority of which are funded directly by families. Programs range across those found
in public schools, private schools, nursery schools, center-based programs, federally
supported Head Start programs, in-home care, and both formal and informal FCC settings.
Regulatory standards for these programs vary widely from state to state. Access to
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high-quality ECE is often determined by geography and economics, with a range of
program types offering varying cost and quality across different communities. According
to Bassok et al. (2016), the ECE ecosystem in the United States is fragile and fragmented:
Many parents of young children cannot find or afford programs that both support
their children’s development and meet their needs for reliable child care. The
average cost of full-time, center-based care is just under $1,000 a month, and
families’ expenditures on child care often exceed that spent on food, rent, or
higher education. Public programs meant to assist families find and afford highquality [early care and education] are disconnected from one another, leaving
families to navigate between complex bureaucratic systems. Families who do find
a spot are often in mediocre programs that are unlikely to yield meaningful
benefits. (Bassok et al., 2016, p. 1)
FCC accounts for a large portion of nonparental child care arrangements, with more
than one million paid caregivers and nearly three million unpaid home-based caregivers
supporting working families with children under the age of five (National Survey of Early
Care and Education [NSECE] Project Team, 2016). This network of home-based educators
includes:
(a) licensed or listed programs who receive compensation for their services; (b) unlicensed,
exempt, or unlisted programs who receive compensation for their services; and (c)
unlicensed family, friend, and neighbor caregivers who are not compensated for their
services. The NSECE Project Team (2016) identified the following breakdown of children
in each of these home-based settings (Table 1.1).
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Table 1.1
U.S. Children Aged 0–5 years Cared for in Home-Based Child Care Settings
Type of Setting

Providers

Children Served

Listed/Paid

118,000

750,000

Unlisted/Paid

919,000

2,300,000

2,700,000

4,000,000

Unlisted/Unpaid

Note. NSECE Project Team (2016, p.16). In the public domain.

Parents who choose FCC benefit from this highly relational mode of care where their
children are cared for in small, family-style groupings in residential settings. These
programs, which many parents find are more cost effective than center-based child care,
are often in close proximity to families’ homes and may offer flexible or extended hours.
This works especially well for parents who work nontraditional hours (Porter et al.,
2010). Cultural alignment and sharing a home language are also primary reasons that
recent immigrants choose home-based child care (Tonyan, Paulsell, et al., 2017). Further,
families living in poverty are more likely to choose paid or unpaid home-based caregivers
than center-based programs for their children, especially infants and toddlers (Doran et
al., 2022).
Research on program quality in FCC settings, however, yields mixed results. Some
studies have found FCC caregivers to be more sensitive and responsive to children’s needs
than center-based teachers (Bigras et al., 2010), while other researchers identified that
only a small percentage of home-based programs provided quality care (Fuller et al.,
2004; Hatfield et al., 2015; Kontos et al., 1995; Morrissey & Banghart, 2007). Regulated
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and paid FCC educators are more likely to offer an early-learning curriculum than
unregulated paid caregivers (NSECE project team, 2015), but Layzer et al. (2007) noted
that, overall, the majority of home-based caregivers did not read to children routinely and
reported that watching television was a regular activity. This means that these children
more often receive custodial care than the high-quality early learning that can improve
developmental outcomes for children (Harms & Clifford, 1984).
Given the prevalence of home-based child care within the ECE ecosystem,
researchers and policy makers are trying to address gaps in knowledge and quality to ensure
that all children receive access to high-quality early learning experiences (Bromer &
Korfmacher, 2017; Layzer et al., 2007; Paulsell et al., 2010; Porter et al., 2010). Tonyan,
Paulsell, et al. (2017) state that:
there is a need for more policy-relevant research examining the factors that predict
higher quality care in home-based settings and the characteristics of interventions
that lead to an increase in quality for home-based providers. Applying the findings
of such research to policy and funding decisions is one way early care and
education stakeholders can begin to ensure more equitable access to quality support
for families choosing and providing home-based child care. (Tonyan, Paulsell et al.,
2017, p. 638)
Against this backdrop, this study investigated the conditions and social processes
that enable successful, licensed FCC educators to thrive while they provide high-quality
education, nurturing care, and supports for young children and families. Questions
examined include:
● How does the professional identity of the home-based educator relate
to the educator’s sense of purpose, contribution, and meaning in the
work?
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● How do successful FCC educators negotiate work-life boundaries and the
multiple roles inherent in this care paradigm?
Challenges Facing the Family Child Care Sector
Researchers and policymakers express concern that the FCC sector in the United
States has seen a notable decline in the number of licensed caregivers over the past decade.
According to the National Center on Early Childhood Quality Assurance (2018), from
2011 to 2014, the number of licensed small FCC homes decreased by 19%. The number
continued to decrease by 20% from 2014 to 2017. Several studies have identified critical
stressors unique to FCC programs (Table 1.2).
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Table 1.2
Workplace Stressors in FCC Programs
Issue

Challenges Encountered

Source

Long hours in
isolation from
peers

More than half of licensed family child care educators
reported working 54 or more hours per week (p. 19), with
limited opportunities for the type of coaching, training, or
peer support that teachers working in center-based programs
receive regularly.

NSECE Project Team
(2016)

No time for
planning or
preparation

Program planning, preparation, and record keeping add up to,
on average, 10 additional hours each week beyond the time
spent with children (p. 19).

NSECE Project Team
(2016)

Low wages
for long hours

The median income derived from caring for children reported
for licensed FCC educators was $561 per week, which
translates to approximately $9 per hour based on the long
hours related to care and management identified (p. 21).

NSECE Project Team
(2016)

Low job
satisfaction

Low renumeration for the critical work FCC educators
provide is associated with low job satisfaction and intention to
leave the field.

Goelman & Guo
(1998); Travis et al.
(2014).

Competing
commitments
and work
overload

Many FCC educators are involved in the care of their
immediate and extended family in addition to the unrelated
children for whom they care. FCC educators expressed
difficulty in managing multiple roles simultaneously and
reported role overload as a source of workplace stress.

Fernandez et al. (2018)

Low
professional
status

FCC educators report that their work has low professional
status where they are more often regarded as babysitters than
educators.

Tuominen (2003)

Increased
regulatory
compliance
and quality
standards

Added layers of regulatory compliance and quality standards
further increases the complexity of the work.

Shdaimah et al.
(2018); Stitou et al.
(2018); Tonyan,
Nuttall, et al. (2017).

Fitz Gibbon (2002) notes that, “as we move from a model where caring is based
in the home, to a model of market-based caring, and finally to a model of bureaucratic
caring, the nature of care changes” (p. 146). Given the predominant emphasis on
nurturance and care in home-based programs, FCC educators are often resistant to
professionalization and regulatory oversight of their educational paradigm. Bromer and
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Henly (2004) share that regulatory oversight or licensing of FCC homes formalizes the
context, creating distance between the educators and the families they serve and leading
to a moral conflict:
Licensed family child care providers typically adopt formal business practices such
as contracts, written rules and policies that, if followed, might narrow caregiving to
its more instrumental, specialized child care functions. In practice, licensed family
child care providers differ in the degree to which they appropriate the structure and
programming of centers and in the strictness in which program rules and contracts
are enforced. [Therefore], provider professionalism may be correlated with the
formalization of
home-based settings, such that the more professionalized the family child care
provider, the more likely her program will be structured as a business, with
narrowly defined approaches to working with families. (Bromer & Henly, 2004, p.
952)
As the loss of regulated FCC programs disproportionately impacts low-income and
working-class families who rely on the local, affordable, and flexible care and culturally
relevant settings that FCC programs provide (Viera & Hill, 2019, p. 7), it is imperative to
develop actionable strategies and policies to support this critical sector of the ECE
ecosystem. Changes in policy and both regulatory and quality frameworks must take into
account the unique attributes and benefits that FCC programs offer. Understanding more
about the ways that successful, long-serving FCC educators navigate the complexities and
challenges of this important work is therefore essential to support both retention and
expansion of high-quality, home-based early learning programs.
Research Design and Methodological Approach
A review of the literature on the professional identity of home-based educators
sheds light on the opportunity for the development of new theory by examining how
successful FCC educators negotiate boundaries, avoid role conflict within their care
paradigm, and find meaning in their work as both caregivers and educators. Many studies
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focusing on quality in FCC settings are based on structural or process quality indicators,
using center-based care as a reference point. Issues such as low wages, isolation, and low
social status of care workers are amplified by the location of education and care taking
place in educators’ homes and have a direct impact on the quality of care provided to
young children in these settings. Tuominen (2003) sheds light on the marginalization of the
predominantly female workforce in FCC, stating, “when child care becomes paid family
child care, it remains located within families, a site that historically promotes the
invisibility of women and their care work” (Tuominen, 2003, p. 23).
Very few studies have evaluated the social processes that determine how successful
family child educators navigate boundaries and role complexity, which is unique to this
type of care. However, Nelson (2010) identified a group of FCC educators within her study,
which she identified as a positively deviant group, who were intentional about
professionalizing their practice in early education and who positively navigated the
relational dynamics between the roles of caregiver and educator. Through this research, I
see an opportunity to use the lens of positive deviance to contribute to the knowledge base
about what makes FCC educators successful in their practice, emphasizing the strengths of
this care paradigm that provides not only care work, but also developmental education and
family support.
The questions examined in this study made grounded theory a good research
methodology to explore. Dimmock and Lam (2012) state that “grounded theory requires
questions that are action- and process-orientated” (p. 191) and that using this systematic
approach allows questions to emerge through an iterative process, as a review of existing
frameworks and research is conducted. The value of exploring this phenomenon through
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this highly interactive and interpretivist approach is that it used the lived experience of the
practitioners who are doing this important work every day.
According to the framework established by Edmondson and McManus (2007),
suggesting that management theory falls on a continuum from nascent to mature, this study
aligns with intermediate theory, which is “positioned between mature and nascent … [and]
often introduce[s] a new construct and propos[es] relationships between it and established
constructs”
(p. 1165). While the findings from grounded theory studies are more transferable than
generalizable, results “may subsequently be tested using large-scale quantitative surveys in
similar … contexts” (Dimmock & Lam, 2012, p. 202).
Using grounded theory to gain insight about the lived experience of FCC educators
who are successful and thrive in their work will help inform policy and practice in the field
of ECE to support retention and expansion of this important sector of the ECE ecosystem.
This study gives voice to an important sector of the early care and education workforce by
illuminating their experience and tenets of professional identity, while also serving as a
guidepost for public policy and for others considering the profession.
Researcher Positionality
I approach this study with a great deal of experience in the field of early education
and tremendous respect for the professionals who do extraordinary work every day to
nurture and guide young children’s development. Although my career path began with
aspirations of becoming a pediatrician, my own challenges in finding adequate care for my
young daughter led me into the field of ECE. It was serendipitous that I stopped working in
1980 to care for my daughter, invited a neighbor’s son to join us while she worked, and
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then added three more young friends to the mix. I loved the work of being with young
children, playing, exploring, and creating. I had no knowledge or recognition that there
were regulatory requirements. Reports on the status of care for young children in informal
settings like mine have focused on the detrimental impact of substandard care on children’s
learning and development and positioned out-of-home care as a “service needed when the
family is very poor, incomplete, or troubled” (Ruderman, 1965, p. 1334). This certainly
was not the case for myself or the parents I knew, but as a young, inexperienced educator at
that time, it is clear in retrospect that I did not have all of the safeguards needed to make
sure that I was prepared to respond to the children’s needs.
After a year and a half of providing informal care, it was my enthusiasm for working
with young children and desire to support my own daughter’s growth and development that
led me to enroll her in a more formal nursery school setting, where I volunteered in
exchange for tuition remission. In this program, I had the opportunity to work with two
wonderful teachers who were extraordinary mentors. Over the course of my career, I made
several attempts to work in other fields because I could not afford to support my family on
the wages paid in ECE. Even so, I was always drawn back to the work and eventually
opened my own center-based child care program (one of many over my career) and
managed to braid business management, leadership, and early education skills into a long
career. Now that I am working in a regulatory agency overseeing ECE, I have an entirely
different perspective on the risks, benefits, rewards, and challenges associated with caring
for other peoples’ children. After completing this study, I have a greater appreciation for
the value of sitting down to listen and learn from the words of educators who engage in this
important work each day. Instead of using research that generalizes experience across
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settings, the stories of experienced family child care educators provide unique insight into
what makes home-based programs flourish and thrive.
Ethical Considerations
Reflexivity of the researcher is critical in conducting analysis in a qualitative study,
especially one using constructivist grounded theory, as the emergence of theoretical
constructs are cocreated by the researcher and participant (Clarke, 2012; Keddy et al.,
1996; Munkejord, 2009; Olesen, 2007). “Beginning with her own experience as a woman,
the feminist researcher must understand how her own experiences are organized and the
social relations that have generated them” (Keddy et al., 1996, p. 452). This reflexivity
allows the researcher to adopt theoretical sensitivity in data collection and analysis to
ensure adequate adherence to participants’ discourse.
In conducting this research, it was important for me to carefully consider my
experience in the field of early education and also my role as monitor and regulator of
quality and safety in FCC homes. I obtained permission to conduct this study from
leadership within my organization and maintained the confidentiality of participants’
narratives throughout the study. Participation in this study was voluntary and all data
collected was kept confidential. Each participant signed an informed consent form
(Appendix A), and had the ability to ask questions and, if necessary, withdraw from the
study at any time. The identity of participants was protected during interviews, memo
writing, and coding. Selection of participants was conducted through a review of lists of
licensed FCC educators working in Massachusetts, who exhibited excellence in their work
as identified through their participation in the Quality Rating Improvement System (QRIS).
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The final purposive sample of participants reflected the diversity of this sector along
dimensions of race, ethnicity, and geography.
Organization of the Dissertation
The chapters to follow include an integrated review of literature on topics associated
with my study, a rationale for the research methodology used, a discussion of the findings,
followed by an analysis of the implications and recommendations to inform both policy and
practice. While I acknowledge the viewpoint of Glaser and Strauss (1967) that states that
no a priori review of literature should be conducted, Chapter II follows the more
constructivist lens proposed by Charmaz (2005), who dismissed the notion of researcher
neutrality by recognizing that the researcher’s own experience and knowledge of the
subject cannot be disregarded. Therefore, the literature review was undertaken as an
exercise in theoretical sensitizing. In this way, I was able to remain open to the conception
and formulations of theories that emerged from the data while remaining reflexive about
my own knowledge and experience. Chapter III provides an overview of ground theory
methodology, including a brief history and evolution of the approach. I offer a rationale for
the use of constructivist grounded theory, using dimensional analysis with a postmodern
feminist lens (Olesen, 2007) as the best way to lend voice to an undervalued sector of the
ECE workforce. The findings of the study are presented in Chapter IV, including
dimensional analysis of the results. Chapter V offers theoretical propositions that emerged
from the research and a discussion of the implications for leadership, policy, and practice in
family child care.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Family child care is not babysitting. It’s not comparable to any child care
center. It’s families in relationships with a professional care provider in an
environment that becomes, by design, a second home and a whole bunch of
people partnering, caring, and educating each other.
—Suzanne Schlechte, Family Child Care Educator and Advocate,
(Schlechte, 2013)
In keeping with the principles of constructivist grounded theory, which challenge
the notion of researcher neutrality, this chapter presents an integrated review of the
literature on the practice of caring for and educating young child in home-based settings.
Given my years of experience in the field of early care and education (ECE), the purpose of
this review was to guide my analysis of the data by identifying sensitizing concepts to
support the reflexivity I needed to engage as a researcher-practitioner. I return to the extant
literature in greater depth in Chapter V.
Over the past several decades, participation of young children in out-of-home care
has increased significantly based on two primary factors: (a) expanded maternal
participation in the workforce, and (b) scientific advancements in the understanding of
early neurological development that provide insight into the types of programs and
activities that support optimal development for young children (Zaslow et al., 2014).
Recent estimates identify that in the United States, nearly two thirds of children under the
age of five attend some type of nonparental child care while their parent is working
(NSECE Project Team, 2016).
Within the ECE landscape, programs are situated in both group and home-based settings.
While center-based or group child care programs are more uniformly regulated, home-based
programs include a wide range of formal and informal settings, many of which are not subject to
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oversight by state regulatory agencies, leading to inconsistent quality across programs. Educators
working in home-based settings, also referred to as FCC educators, are a diverse group motivated
primarily by their love of working with children and desire to earn income through working from
home (Layzer et al., 2007; Morrisey & Banghart, 2007). They serve as critical supports in
communities where parents seek flexible, affordable, and culturally aligned options for the care
of their young children (Ang et al., 2017). However, long hours, low pay, and lack of access to
benefits are deterrents for sustained engagement in the field, leading to a decline in this
important section of the ECE field. The unique challenges associated with balancing work and
personal family obligations add layers of complexity to this work (Morrissey & Banghart, 2007;
Tonyan, Paulsell, et al., 2017). Research shows that there is great variability in quality within
home-based early learning programs. However, given the prevalence of home-based child care
within the ECE ecosystem, researchers and policy makers advocate that it is imperative to
address these gaps in quality to ensure that all children receive access to high-quality early
learning experiences (Bromer & Korfmacher, 2017; Layzer et al., 2007; Paulsell et al., 2010;
Porter et al., 2010).
This literature review examines research focusing not only on process and structural
indicators of program quality, but also on the contextual factors that impact quality in
home-based early learning programs, such as professional identity, motivation for engaging in
this work, boundary setting, management of competing demands or psychosocial stressors,
intentionality of practice, and engagement in peer support networks. It also explores how
gendered norms of paid care work impact working conditions, renumeration, and professional
status within this paradigm.
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This chapter is presented in six sections. The first section defines the role and
purpose of a literature review within a grounded theory study, and then identifies the
search parameters and process, followed by key terms and definitions used in ECE. In the
second section, I review the evolution and formalization of care for children in structured
settings outside of their home and the unique role that FCC programs play. In the third
section, I provide an overview of the research on structural and process quality indicators
in FCC settings and explore the contextual factors that impact educator effectiveness in
home-based learning programs. In the fourth section, I share the current research on
professional identity, motivation, and the impact of psychosocial wellbeing on caregiver
interactions and retention of FCC educators. In the fifth section, I explore dimensions of
gender, race, and class in the provision of care work. In the final section, I discuss the
research gaps and opportunities for further exploration of strategies to support and expand
the FCC sector.
The Contested Role of a Literature Review in Grounded Theory
Within the field of grounded theory research, the place of a literature review has
been long contested but has evolved over time. This issue is not whether existing research
and literature should be reviewed, but rather when the review should be conducted and
how extensive it should be. Glaser and Strauss (1967), the originators of Grounded Theory
Methodology (GTM), proposed that researchers should avoid a review of extant literature
on a phenomenon prior to conducting research, so that the theory could emerge from the
data being collected and analyzed through a constant comparative process. It was during
the sorting of data and writing of emergent theory that Glaser and Strauss proposed a
substantive literature review should be conducted and woven in the theory. Glaser and

18
Strauss advocated that an a priori literature review could potentially limit theoretical
innovation and detract from the “quality and originality of the research” (Dunne, 2011, p.
114). This position directly contradicted the contemporary approaches in quantitative
research at the time, “which view a detailed literature review as an essential foundation
upon which to build a study” (Dunne, 2011, p. 114). Glaser (1978) maintained his stance
on the issue, arguing that given the emergence of data within grounded theory, the most
relevant literature might not be known at the outset, making the initial review within a
specific substantive area a wasteful and inefficient endeavor.
Over time, through his work with Corbin, Strauss took a different turn. While
Strauss and Corbin (1998) cautioned that to start with received theories could stifle
creativity and “[impede] the development of new theoretical formulations” (p. 50), both
acknowledged that most researchers come to the work with experience and knowledge in
the area of study. They advocated instead to use literature as a means to develop and
stimulate theoretical sensitivity to the phenomena in question, thus guiding the researcher
to find relevant concepts and relationships within that collected data. Strauss and Corbin
(1990) proposed that a review of technical literature has various uses in grounded theory, as
stated in Table 2.1.
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Table 2.1
Use of Technical Literature in Grounded Theory
Purpose

Contribution to the Study

Stimulate theoretical sensitivity

Provide concepts and relationships to check against
actual data
Help generate questions to explore with participants
Inform ways of approaching and interpreting the data

Serve as a secondary source of data

Help contextualize collected data

Stimulate questions

Assist in creating initial interview questions
Inform questions raised during analysis and
subsequent interviews

Direct theoretical sampling

Provide guidance about where the phenomenon occurs
Identify novel social conditions that might impact the
phenomenon

Provide supplementary validation

Serve as a mechanism to place emergent theory with
the extant literature
Provide a comparison to findings in other research

Note. This table explains the use of technical literature in grounded theory from Strauss & Corbin
(1990, pp. 50–53).
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Charmaz (2006) concurred with the desire for grounded theory researchers to avoid
approaching their work with preconceived ideas derived from a preliminary literature
review, but acknowledged the requirements of academic institutions for researchers to
demonstrate sufficient knowledge of and orientation to the proposed research endeavor.
Charmaz (2006) endorsed a more flexible and integrative approach to use of extant
literature, advocating that information be woven throughout the narrative of the study as a
means of clarifying the researcher’s ideas and demonstrating how the emergent theory fits
within or extends the relevant literature. This suggests that the literature review is less
linear and serves a more of integrative purpose in a grounded theory study, supporting the
credibility of the findings and situating the work within the field of study.
Lo (2016) proposed a three-stage model for literature reviews within a grounded
theory study: (a) preliminary—a broad investigation into the context and foundation of a
phenomenon; (b) continual—using field literature as secondary to empirical data during
analysis and development of theory, with the goal of reaching theoretical saturation; and
(c) recursive— triangulating references and situating the emergent theory within the extant
literature. Lo (2016) posits that the last step adds to the “meaningfulness and soundness of
the study …. since this final synthesis with literature result[s] in a higher level of
abstractedness” (p. 186). The narrative of this study reflects these objectives by establishing
the broad context of the phenomenon within this chapter, and then engaging with the
literature throughout later stages of data analysis and theoretical formulation in the
following chapters.
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Search Process and Terminology
The objective of this review was to explore the relationship between the
professional identity of FCC educators (motivation, psychosocial well-being, job
satisfaction, competing commitments), structural aspects of home-based early learning
programs (location of care, educational environment, group size, ages of children
served, presence of an assistant), and observable indicators of process quality
(caregiver interactions, engagement in ongoing training and professional development,
peer support, developmentally appropriate curriculum and assessment practices).
Additional factors examined included the shift of family care work from the personal
domain to the private market domain and the impact of sociopolitical factors such as
gendered norms of family caregiving, race, and social status on the organization and
delivery of child care services.
Key Terms and Definitions
Home-based child care is distinct from other types of out-of-home child care. Each
caregiver works alone or with a limited number of assistants to care for as many as six to 10
children of mixed ages. The caregiver’s own children are often counted in this number.
Forry et al. (2013) note that:
unlike center-based arrangements, family child care providers’ attitudes, beliefs, and
practices are not tempered by supervision, oversight, or policies determined by
others within the child care environment. In essence, the quality of care offered in
family child care settings is primarily defined by the provider, who designs and
supplies the child care environment, provides care, sets policies, and manages the
family child care business.
(p. 894)
The broader group of home-based caregivers includes both licensed and unlicensed
(or exempt) caregivers who receive compensation for their services and more informal
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family, friend, or neighbor (FFN) caregivers who receive no compensation for their
services. According to the NSECE Project Team (2016), unlicensed caregivers, whether
paid or unpaid, had lower levels of education than licensed FCC educators and indicated
that their primary objectives were to keep children safe and provide nurturing and love. The
vast majority of licensed caregivers provide services to children with whom they did not
have a prior relationship. More than two thirds of licensed educators had education beyond
high school, and half identified this work as
part of an intentional career. Other terms used for this group are family day care providers,
FCC providers, home-based educators, and home-based caregivers.
For the purposes of this review, I focused on research conducted with licensed FCC
educators.
Search Strategies
I conducted a search of several databases, including Academic Search Complete, Alt
HealthWatch, Business Source Complete, Early World of Learning, Education Full Text,
Educational Psychology Materials, ERIC, Health Source: Consumer Edition, Humanities
International Index, MEDLINE with Full Text, Professional Development Collection,
ProQuest Psychology Database, Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection,
PsycINFO, PubMed, Small Business Reference Center, SocINDEX with Full Text,
Sociological Collection, Taylor & Francis Online, and Women’s Studies International. The
search included articles in peer-reviewed journals from 1960 through 2020, using a
combination of terms including those in Table 2.2.
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Table 2.2
Search Terminology
Topic

Key terms

Regulating child care

nursery schools, Head Start, child welfare, welfare reform,
regulations, child care legislation, health and safety standards

Home-based child care

family day care, family child care, family day care providers, family
day care educators

Quality assessment

process quality, structural quality, quality indicators, child outcomes

Job satisfaction

workplace stressors, well-being, psychosocial well-being, intrinsic
motivation, extrinsic motivation

Professional development

training, mentoring, coaching, peer mentors, peer support

Professional identity

professionalism, caregiver, educator, teacher

Dimensions of care work

paid, unpaid, formal, informal

In addition, analyses of national data and policy trends impacting ECE, especially
those targeting FCC, were retrieved from Child Care & Early Education Research
Connections, a site supported by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation that compiles data and research for the
Administration of Children and Families.
Both qualitative and quantitative empirical studies published in peer-reviewed
professional journals were eligible for inclusion in this review, as these approaches yield
varying types of data and insight into the topic of FCC educator identity and psychosocial
wellbeing. Participants in the studies reviewed were ECE providers working for pay with
children aged
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1- month to 8-years-old in regulated, home-based settings. Studies were included if they

focused on structural and/or process quality, professionalism, professional identity, quality
improvement, professional development, psychosocial well-being, workplace stressors, or
mentoring and peer support. Studies focusing solely on center-based preschool environments
were not included, although comparisons between observed quality in FCC and center-based
programs were reviewed. For the purpose of this exercise, only studies focusing on child care in the
United States or Canada were included. Studies evaluating the validity of instruments used to
assess quality in FCC programs were excluded. An expansion of this analysis would benefit from
examination of quality assessment tools and consideration of emerging research involving child care
systems globally.

In the following section, I will explore the evolution and formalization of care for
young children in out-of-home settings.
Formalization of ECE in the United States
The emergence of care for young children outside of the family home follows the
trajectory of several social trends in the United States beginning in the early 1960s.
According to Class (1980), these trends included:
•

the decline of the extended family system almost to the point of disappearance;

•

the attenuation of the neighborhood as a mutual aid system due to high
population mobility;

•

the decrease in the permanence of marriage and the stability of the home due
to an increase in divorce;

•

the increased need for community child care support services because of the
cultural acceptance of the one-parent family; and,

•

the need for an ever-increasing amount of day care services due to
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community acceptance of working mothers, propelled in part by welfare
policy and perhaps reinforced by the changing concepts of women’s roles.
(p. 4)
This major shift in expectations for the care of young children called for an
increase in regulatory standards and oversight. Initially, in the late 1950s and early 1960s,
the focus of these efforts took a social welfare perspective that primarily considered the
health and safety of children in out-of-home care settings. Later, in the 1960s and 1970s,
child development theorists identified that significant educational gains could be achieved
for children by engaging them in intentional learning activities in group settings that often
followed the public school model. This formalization or intellectualization of day care was
fostered by federally funded programs such as Head Start, which supported efforts to break
the cycle of poverty through education. Early research on the efficacy of these programs
resulted in increased public support for the adoption of regulatory standards and oversight
of child care. The first federal act to promote this concept was the Office of Child
Development’s Model Act for Child Care Licensing, put forth in 1973 (Class, 1980). This
led to the adoption of licensing standards in many states, although the initial focus was on
center-based programs. Through this process, policies focused on disconnecting child
welfare policy, such as protective services and foster care, from programs offering ECE
for a broader sector of the population.
Home-based child care, however, remained under the regulatory radar for some time
after the start of this center-based licensing trend. These more informal and
sometimes-transient models of child care more often centered around the establishment of
neighborhood networks, where social workers and prominent women in the community,
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who were often FCC providers themselves, could use common social venues to connect
young mothers in need of care with local resources (Class, 1980; Collins & Watson, 1969;
Willner, 1969). Given the prominence of this type of care, it soon became clear to
policymakers and researchers that the lack of “safeguards in family day care for supervision
and good programming to stimulate children’s mental growth, made [sic] it difficult for
family day care to compete with a good group day care program” (Willner, 1969, p. 346).
Resistance to regulatory oversight of FCC programs, however, grew from prevalent
antiregulatory sentiment in the United States in the mid-1980s. Use of these more informal
child care arrangements was viewed as an extension of maternal care and, as such, was
often viewed as an unwarranted intrusion into parental choice about the well-being of their
children (Phillips et al., 1990).
Despite early resistance to formalization of out-of-home care for young children, the
field of ECE emerged as professional associations defining quality standards in both
settings became prominent. This included the National Association for the Education of
Young Children and the National Association for Family Day Care, both of which
contributed significantly to the proliferation of research and policy in this nascent field.
Each of these professional associations established standards to reflect best practice in ECE
programs. However, while the standards serve as aspirational guideposts, many are not
based on empirical evidence (Burchinal et al., 2002).
In the following section, dimensions of quality in FCC programs, evaluated through
empirical studies, are explored.
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Assessing Quality in FCC Programs
As research emerged linking both process and structural aspects of early learning
programs with positive developmental outcomes for young children, researchers identified
specific predictors of quality focused on caregiver training and education in addition to the
more regulable dimensions of child care programs such as adult-child ratios and group size
(Howes, 1988). These effects were observed in both center-based and FCC settings.
However, the evidence points to a great deal of variability in quality within FCC settings as
well as gaps in observed quality between center-based and home-based programs. While
some studies found home-based caregivers to be more sensitive and responsive to
children’s needs than center-based teachers (Bigras et al., 2010; Doherty et al., 2006;
Layzer et al., 2007; Pence & Goelman, 1991; Tonyan, Paulsell, et al., 2017), other
researchers identified that only a small percentage of home-based programs provide quality
care (Fuller et al., 2004; Hatfield et al., 2015; Kontos et al., 1995; Morrissey & Banghart,
2007). Additionally, evidence of developmentally appropriate instructional practice in FCC
settings was inconsistent and often depended on the number and ages of children present
(Burchinal et al., 2002). Given these disparities in quality between center-based and FCC
programs, Paulsell et al. (2010) recommend that there is a “critical need for more systemic
efforts to develop and evaluate quality initiatives in home-based child care settings” (p. 2).
Bromer et al. (2013) state that “the lack of context-specific indicators for FCC
programs limits the ability of researchers to fully or appropriately examine structural and
process quality indicators in these settings” (p. 875).
There are three paramount dimensions of quality that I review and analyze in the
following section: regulatory oversight, structural quality, and process quality. This is
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followed by a discussion about the way that FCC educators’ attitudes and beliefs impact not
only program quality but also educators’ job satisfaction and psychosocial wellbeing.
Regulatory Oversight
Regulations mandating health and safety standards and defining structural aspects
of programs such as group size, adult-child ratio, education level of providers, and so on
vary widely from state to state within the United States, making it difficult to compare
quality in FCC programs across geographic areas. This was apparent in studies that
examined the association between structural and process quality indicators in FCC
programs from different regions within the United States (Burchinal et al., 2002;
Clarke-Stewart et al., 2002; Fuller et al., 2004, Raikes et al., 2005; Raikes et al., 2013). In
an attempt to reconcile this disparity, Raikes et al. (2005), in their study that explored the
bivariate relations between distal policy-level variables and proximal provider
characteristics as predictors of quality in FCC homes, created a scale of levels of regulatory
rigor to account for the variation in licensing requirements between states. The evidence
showed that FCC providers who were more regulated demonstrated higher global quality
and were observed to be more sensitive in their interactions with children (Bordin et al.,
2000; Burchinal et al., 2002; Fuller et al., 2004; Raikes et al., 2005, 2013). Paulsell et al.
(2010) further note that “despite different samples across studies, the research consistently
shows that the quality of regulated FCC tends to be higher than that of family, friend, and
neighbor care” (p. 3). While regulations provide assurance of a minimum level of quality in
FCC, targeted training in child development and health and safety practices, coupled with
onsite, context-specific coaching, are critical to ensure appropriate caregiver responsivity
and engagement with children in care (Bordin et al., 2000).
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However, Shdaimah et al. (2018) found that FCC educators in their study indicated
regulatory compliance as a primary source of workplace stress, noting a disconnect
between regulations and the reality of daily caregiving or citing that licensors’
discretionary implementation of regulations negatively impacted their job satisfaction. This
is indicative of the need for a more nuanced understanding of the complexity involved in
this educational paradigm when establishing regulatory standards for FCC programs.
Shdaimah et al. (2018) recommend that:
policymakers and regulators should consult with child care providers to better
understand the context in which prospective laws and regulations will be
implemented so that regulations will better support child care, early learning, and
child safety. Provider participation in the regulatory process could reduce
unintended negative consequences and conflicting mandates, and increase provider
understanding and buy-in of any changes. It could also help to identify supports
child care providers might need to implement changes and provide the highest level
of care. (p. 15)
This underscores the importance of lifting the voices of educators when determining
regulations, policies, and quality standards, as in this study. Next, structural quality will be
reviewed and analyzed as a dimension of quality in family child care.
Structural Quality
Structural quality includes the caregiving environment, materials, curriculum,
mandated training and education, ratios, and group size. These are also referred to as
regulable features of FCC programs (Clarke-Stewart et al., 2002). The most frequently used
tool to assess structural quality in home-based settings is the Family Day Care Rating Scale
(Harms & Clifford, 1984). Other measurement tools used to assess structural quality in the
literature are the Educative Quality Observation Scales (Bourgon & Lavellée, 2004), the
HOME Scale (Bradley & Caldwell, 1979), and the Quality Instrument for Informal Care
(Matthews, 2006).
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Burchinal et al. (2002) examined data from two large studies involving 300 FCC homes.
They also explored guidelines offered by professional associations including the National
Association for the Education of Young Children and the National Association for Family
Child Care, noting that these guidelines are not based on empirical evidence. The findings
indicated that there was no reliable association between quality of care and ratio guidelines,
while “caregivers with training were less detached with the children and their homes
provided higher quality practices and interactions with children based on the global quality
rating” (Burchinal et al., 2002, p. 100). However, results also indicated that “lower quality
child care homes tended to have proportionately more babies than did higher quality
homes” (Burchinal et al., 2002, p. 101).
Access to personal and professional resources have been related to observed quality
in several studies (Bordin et al., 2000; Forry et al., 2013). This is significant because
educators working in more economically disadvantaged communities with lower tuition
rates may not have access to appropriate materials and equipment, which may adversely
affect their program quality. Bromer et al. (2013) note that about “half of home-based child
care providers are located in moderate- or high-poverty density areas, and less than one
third are paid for providing care” (p. 633). Forry et al. (2013) found that “the positive
association between providers’ personal resources and global/instructional quality suggest
small grant programs may be helpful in supporting low-income providers to purchase
materials and equipment needed to offer a comfortable and enriching learning
environment” (p. 902).
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Even within the best-designed educationally oriented environment, interactions
between caregivers and children are a critical component of quality in ECE programs. The
next section will discuss the components of process quality.
Process Quality
Process quality indicators are defined as caregivers’ warmth and sensitivity toward
children, developmentally appropriate instructional practice, organization of the educational
environment and daily routines, and positive interactions with children and families (Bordin et
al., 2000). Positive caregiver interactions as measured with the Arnett Caregiver
Interaction Scale (Arnett, 1989) are noted as a primary benefit of home-based care.
Clarke-Stewart et al. (2002) noted that caregivers with more child-centered or
nonauthoritarian beliefs about child rearing scored higher on global quality and positive
caregiving. However, Bigras et al. (2010) found that overall process quality was
significantly better in center-based programs compared to home-based programs.
Hooper (2018) evaluated instructional practices in FCC programs and found great
variation in the type and frequency of developmentally appropriate instructional practices
by provider type, with greater prevalence in formal or licensed FCC settings. Recent
engagement in professional development was predictive of planned learning activities
offered to children across both program types. Therefore, increasing access to professional
development and social support opportunities may be an important strategy for supporting
the implementation of educational activities in FCC programs.
Rusby et al. (2017) also evaluated the prevalence of factors related to learning
activities in 133 licensed FCC homes in below-average-income neighborhoods in the U.S.
Pacific Northwest. Guidelines for developmentally appropriate practice in preschool
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suggest that optimal learning includes a mix of free-choice and teacher-facilitated play.
Groupings in FCC programs are often much smaller than center-based programs and more
likely to be mixed-aged groupings. This presents unique challenges for FCC educators.
This study found that FCC educators offered more positive recognition during teacher-led
activities, and that children demonstrated positive social interactions during free play.
Children required more intervention and redirection during transitions. While the smaller
group setting in FCC may make free choice easier to manage, the mixed-age or familystyle groupings in FCC programs make it more challenging to provide structured activities
that are relevant and appropriate for all of the children in care.
Targeted professional development and training, and the use of support services
or membership in a professional association, were predictive of higher process quality in
several studies (Bigras et al., 2010; Bordin et al., 2000; Burchinal et al., 2002; Doherty et
al., 2006; Forry et al., 2012). Bordin et al. (2000) found that providers with training had a
higher mean quality score as compared to those without training and demonstrated less
detached caregiving. FCC providers’ years of experience was also positively correlated
with sensitive caregiving (Forry et al., 2013). Given that home-based child care providers
vary by provider type in the frequency of their instructional practices, increasing access
to professional development and social support opportunities may be an important
strategy for supporting their implementation of educational activities with the children
they serve (Hooper, 2018).
Quality Improvement in Family Child Care
Bordin et al. (2000) propose that targeted training in child development and health
and safety practices, coupled with onsite, context-specific coaching, are critical to insure
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appropriate caregiver responsivity and engagement with children in care. This is because a
significant number of FCC educators do not have child care-related work experience
outside of caring for their own children. The majority of home-based educators need to
learn on the job and often find themselves isolated with little input from colleagues or
mentors (Aguirre, 1987). Promising practices have been identified in programs that offer
training accompanied by in-home mentoring. Increased global quality was observed
following targeted training on context-relevant topics and subsequent visits from home
visitors or mentors (Abell et al., 2014; Bigras et al., 2010; Bordin et al., 2000; Dombro &
Modigliani, 1995; Kontos et al., 1996; Ota & Austin, 2013). Abell et al. (2014) found that
participants in a structured professional development program with in-home supports
demonstrated significantly higher global quality than nonparticipants and made more
professional contacts and associations over the duration of their participation in the
program.
In another study, trainers were perceived to be more effective if they had direct care
experience, were enthusiastic about sharing information, and were not judgmental toward
participants (Dombro & Modigliani, 1995). Participants in this study reflected an enhanced
sense of professional identity as a primary motivator to engage in quality improvement
efforts in their homes (Dombro & Modigliani, 1995). In a study of FCC programs in two
states, Hallam et al. (2017) found differences between educators who participated in local
Quality Rating Improvement Systems (QRIS) compared to those who did not participate.
Professionalism and financial incentives were the primary reasons identified by FCC
educators who participated in QRIS, while those who did not participate cited four main
reasons for not participating:
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(a) feelings that standards for FCC programs were not reasonable, (b) educators were
overwhelmed by the number of programs to whom they were accountable, (c) limited
financial incentive, and (d) an inability to make changes in their home environment to meet
the quality standards (Hallam et al., 2017). Rusby (2002) shared that barriers to engagement
in training were time, availability of substitutes, cost, and transportation. Additionally, FCC
educators reported time limitations, cost for new materials, and lack of FCC-specific
content as the major impediments to implementing new practices after participating in the
training. Findings from a study conducted by Tonyan, Nuttall, et al. (2017) corroborate
these findings, noting that the most relevant and impactful professional development is
tailored to the specific needs of FCC educators based on phase of career (newly licensed,
midcareer, or seasoned) and is delivered in a way to that allows for easy access and
customization. Jeon et al. (2018) noted that among the FCC providers included in their
study, those who perceived that they had more professional resources reported lower levels
of negative responsiveness toward children.
Communication about these opportunities and resources is a critical factor, as FCC
providers often work in isolation. These supports are most effective when offered through
home visitors, mentors, or professional networks (Abell et al., 2014; Tonyan, Paulsell, et
al., 2017). A positive sense of professional identity may mediate the connection to and
engagement in peer networks.
This suggests that understanding the underlying attitudes and beliefs of FCC
educators is critical to ensure that quality improvement efforts are effective. While not
considered regulable aspects of home-based care, the attitudes and beliefs of FCC educators
have been noted as a moderator or limiter of global quality in FCC in several studies
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(Clarke-Stewart et al., 2002; Forry et al., 2013; Hughes-Belding et al., 2012; Kontos et al.,
1995; NSECE Project Team, 2015; Roberts et al., 2019; Susman-Stillman et al., 2013;
Swartz et al., 2016). This is significant within
this dissertation study and is directly related to FCC educators motivation, professional
identity, and overall psychosocial wellbeing. The next section will examine these
important constructs in FCC settings.
Examining Attitudes and Beliefs of FCC Educators
As noted above, several studies have focused on the impact of providers’ attitudes
and beliefs on the quality of care. Given that each FCC program has unique characteristics
based on the wide range of settings where care is taking place, Forry et al. (2013) suggest
that an ecological lens is required to better understand the impact of proximal and distal
variables on the quality of care in these settings. Proximal influences are identified as
providers’ “personal and professional characteristics [that] include personal resources and
stressors, professional resources, and professional beliefs. More distal influences, such as
the composition of the care setting and providers’ experience of professional supports, may
also influence quality” (p. 894).
Caregivers who indicated depressive symptoms also reported that children in their
care were less cooperative and had more behavioral problems (Clarke-Stewart et al.,
2002). This indicates that the psychosocial wellbeing of the FCC educator has a direct
impact on the evaluation of children’s behavior and may lead to more negative
interactions between children and caregivers. Motivation and job stressors were also
associated with the quality of teaching and sensitive caregiving. Forry et al. (2013) found
a negative association between providers’ perception of job stress and program quality.
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There are no industry-specific instruments to measure FCC educators’ attitudes
and beliefs or the psychosocial dimensions of quality in FCC programs. Rather, studies
often rely on a composite of measures to evaluate these aspects, as indicated in Table 2.3.
Table 2.3
Measuring FCC Educators’ Attitudes and Beliefs
Psychosocial Dimension

Measure Used

Studies

Child-rearing beliefs

Parent Modernity Scale (Schaefer &
Edgerton, 1985); Childrearing
Practices Report (Rickel & Biasatti,
1982); Luster Parent Opinion Survey
(Luster, 1985)

Clarke-Stewart et al., 2002;
Kontos, 1991; Roberts et al.,
2019; Susman-Stillman et
al., 2013; Tonyan, Paulsell,
et al., 2017

Level of depression

Center for Epidemiological Studies
Depression Scale (Radloff, 1977)

Clarke-Stewart et al., 2002;
Roberts et al., 2019

Perceived job stress

Child Care Worker Job Stress
Inventory (Curbow et al., 2000);
Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al.,
1983); Perceived Problems Assessment
(Johnston, 1984)

Faulkner et al., 2016; Forry
et al., 2013; Gable &
Hunting, 2001; Roberts et
al., 2019; Swartz et al., 2016;
Tonyan, Nuttall, et al., 2017

Organizational
commitment

Organizational Commitment
Questionnaire (Mowday et al., 1979)

Gable & Hunting, 2001

Intrinsic motivation

Intrinsic Motivation Scale (Kontos et
al., 1995)

Susman-Stillman et al., 2013

Job satisfaction

Work Attitudes Questionnaire (JordeBloom, 1986)

Gable & Hunting, 2001

Social support

Questionnaire on Social Support
(Crnic & Booth, 1991)

Kontos, 1991

Many of the studies in this area used qualitative or mixed methods, leading to a
deeper and more nuanced understanding of the day-to-day experience of home-based
educators. This is relevant to this study and sheds important light on the challenges and
rewards of caring for unrelated children in a home shared with FCC educators’ own
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families. It also identifies a critical gap in the research that demonstrates the need to support
FCC educators in cultivating a positive professional identity.
Research indicates that educator attitudes and beliefs are predictive of quality beyond
the assessment of structural indicators. FCC educators operate in an environment that is shared
by their own family members and are often faced with managing competing commitments,
including the care of extended family members in addition to their FCC program. This dynamic
creates particular challenges for FCC educators and directly impacts the quality of services
they offer. The following sections examine the job context and content unique to FCC and the
impact this has on the psychosocial wellbeing of the educator.
Job Context and Content
Kontos and Reissen (1993) note that “the socioecological perspective predicts that
satisfied child care workers are those who experience a congruence between the
characteristics of the work environment and their individual needs and skills” (p. 428). In
order to understand the relevance of this concept within FCC settings, it is imperative to
understand the circumstances in which FCC educators are more likely to express
satisfaction and commitment to their work. In their study, Kontos and Reissen (1993)
found “a significant negative relationship between job satisfaction and job stress” (p. 437),
noting that providers who encountered more daily stressors in their work were less
satisfied. However, FCC educators who identified the work as their chosen occupation
expressed higher levels of job satisfaction than those who did not.
Stitou et al. (2018) found that FCC educators reported challenges with the job
content, context, and regulatory requirements of FCC settings. In their study, FCC
educators identified that many of the tasks associated with home-based caregiving require
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high levels of mental and physical effort. FCC educators noted numerous work-related
stressors associated with both job content (e.g., parents who do not observe or respect
program policies, long hours, meeting the needs of children in mixed-age group settings,
physical demands, and the need to remain actively engaged and present throughout the day)
and job context (e.g., absence of other adults, lack of help, balancing work and family
demands, low and precarious wages, and incomplete or nonexistent benefits). FCC
educators with greater social or peer support indicated greater satisfaction in their work
(Freeman & Karlsson, 2012; Hughes-Belding et al., 2012; Kontos & Reissen, 1993).
Additionally, Roberts et al. (2019) found that early childhood educators, including
home-based providers, who reported low wages, lack of health insurance, and multiple jobs,
were more depressed than educators in positions with higher wages and benefits. Given that
most home-based providers are independent contractors rather than employees within
organizations, lack of benefits and low renumeration are contextual factors that impact
psychosocial well-being for FCC educators.
Further, Bromer and Henly (2004) examined the impact of supporting families in
meeting the demands of work and family. FCC educators reported that they offered lowincome parents substantial logistical and economic help managing their work and family
obligations beyond the care of their children. This was evident in extended or flexible
program hours and more latitude with payment for services, which parents in lower wage
jobs often need. Meeting these demands was indicated as a significant source of stress and
burnout for unpaid informal caregivers, but licensed FCC educators were better able to set
limits on the degree of support provided due to institutional or regulatory constraints,
leading to a lesser degree of stress for licensed caregivers. Caregiver stress was also found
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to negatively impact caregiver well-being, resulting in sleep disruption, exhaustion, and
challenges in managing boundaries (Faulkner et al., 2016). Fernandez et al. (2018) also
identified that lack of recognition as professional educators was a major stressor identified
by FCC educators serving low-income families. Educators in this study expressed difficulty
in managing multiple roles simultaneously and often reported role overload as a source of
workplace stress. Fernandez et al. (2018) used GTM and the Professional Relationship
Boundaries Continuum (see Figure 2.1) as a framework to investigate how FCC educators
negotiated different roles, which they identified as teacher, social worker, caregiver,
and business owner. When FCC educators were rigid in implementing their policies, this
created distance and sometimes conflict with parents. On the other end of the spectrum
were educators “with entangled professional boundaries would be those who overextend
themselves emotionally and fail to enforce their businesses rules” (Fernandez et al., 2018, p.
479). FCC educators on this end of the spectrum were more inclined to give leeway to
parents in terms of following policies and also offered additional support and assistance.
Educators frequently acting in this manner, although well intentioned, also reported not
being taken seriously as professionals and felt that parents often took advantage of them.
Fernandez et al. (2018) recommend that “balancing professional boundaries should be a
focus of FCC training and continuing education, and agencies that work with providers
should provide resources to which providers can refer their clients to avoid entangled
relationships” (p. 479).
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Figure 2.1
FCC Educator Roles on the Professional Boundaries Relationship Continuum

Note. Fernandez et al. (2018). Reprinted with permission.
Gerstenblatt et al. (2014) also found that FCC educators reported that lack of
professional respect was a source of frustration, stress, and at times anger. Educators in this
study reported that difficulty in maintaining physical and emotional boundaries between
their professional and personal lives was a significant workplace stressor. One of the key
findings in this study was the focus on FCC educators establishing a professional identity
as a way to “mitigate work related stress” (Gerstenblatt et al., 2014, p. 67).
Quality improvement efforts often fail to take into account the complex needs of
FCC educators who must wear all hats—educator, caregiver, business manager, and so on.
Targeted support to address these needs is warranted. Hughes-Belding et al. (2012) further
recommend that “ongoing support for running a business, in addition to self-care and peer
support, is important for ensuring higher quality care in family child care” (p. 710).
Given the numerous challenges associated with providing ECE in FCC settings,
exploring the motivations of FCC educators may shed light on how a more child-centered,
altruistic motivation impacts educator effectiveness, program quality, and job satisfaction.
This is examined in the following section.
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Motivation
Multiple studies show that professional identity is a moderator of job satisfaction
and program quality (Faulkner et al., 2016; Fernandez et al., 2018; Gerstenblatt et al., 2014;
Nelson, 2010). The impact of workplace stressors, perceived or actual, is a key factor
contributing to FCC educators’ psychosocial well-being. Dynamics of parent-caregiver
relationships often impact an FCC educator’s sense of professionalism and self-worth
(Faulkner et al., 2016; Fernandez et al., 2018; Forry et al., 2013; Tuominen, 2003).
Motivation for engagement in FCC practice also impacts both quality and educator
psychosocial well-being.
Armenia (2009) explored the motivation of FCC educators and identified three
primary categories: (a) traditional—meeting the needs of their nuclear family; (b)
multirole—meeting the economic needs of their family, to earn money, and be their own
boss; and (c) community— wanting to work with children, help family and friends, and
give back to their community. The majority of FCC educators indicated that they are
working to meet a broad range of family care responsibilities, including contributing to
family income, assisting family and friends with caregiving needs, and contributing to the
needs of the broader community. Their own children’s needs are often subjugated to the
provision of care to others. Armenia (2009) also found that motivation for engaging in this
work was significantly differentiated by race and culture, with Black women more often
responding to needs of both their nuclear family and the broader community, whereas
White women were more likely to focus on the needs of their nuclear family. No
comparison was conducted to evaluate the difference in family composition or
socioeconomic status, which may have been confounding factors in providers’ motivation.
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Bromer and Henly (2004) examined three factors that inform the child care and
family support roles of nonrelative caregivers. These include the setting (institutional vs.
familial), the caregivers’ perceived level of professionalism (teacher vs. caregiver), and
their motivation for engaging in the work (instrumental exchange vs. moral obligation).
They found that FCC educators’ motivation may shape their definition of ECE and the
extent to which they provide extended care and support for children and their families,
noting that:
purely economic motives may narrow caregiving practices to a focus on
child-directed custodial services unless there are economic incentives for offering
supports to the family unit. However, motivations stemming from generalized
notions of exchange, moral norms of reciprocity, a caring ethic, group interest, or
cultural values of interdependence may, under certain circumstances, encourage
providers to hold flexible and expansive definitions of caregiving that include
supporting families as well as children in care. (Bromer & Henly, 2004, p. 956)
Bromer and Henly (2004) also note that the highly relational model of care in FCC
programs facilitates close ties between educators and the families they serve, providing a
network of social supports that is especially critical for economically disadvantaged
families. They further state that “family support services may represent a hidden dimension
of child care quality that is seldom examined in child care quality studies” (p. 958).
Tonyan, Paulsell, et al. (2017) identified that higher intrinsic motivation that is child
focused was also positively associated with caregiver sensitivity. Considering the impact of
motivation on the enactment of ECE practice in FCC settings, Elias (2009) identified
internal work motivation as a mediator of positive attitudes toward change. In an
educational setting, this translates into reflective practice and continuous quality
improvement. This framework is the basic tenet of QRIS, which is the approach that many
states have taken to support quality enhancement in all ECE programs. Intrinsically
motivated employees seek opportunities for learning and growth, whereas extrinsically
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motivated employees only engage in activities for instrumental gain (e.g., a paycheck) and
tend to avoid jobs that “required a great deal of involvement, uncertainty, and knowledge
acquisition” (Elias, 2009, p. 42). This is relevant to the examination of how motivation
impacts an FCC educator’s job satisfaction and willingness to engage in ongoing
professional development. Therefore, this study evaluates the moderating role of motivation
as a key tenet of the professional identity of FCC educators. The following section will
explore the construct of intentionality, first defined by Kontos et al. (1995).
Intentionality
Building upon the work of Kontos et al. (1995), Doherty et al. (2006) evaluated 231
licensed FCC educators in Canada to explore the impact of the following dimensions on
program quality:
● level of education
● degree of intentionality
● training and experience in family child care
● use of support services
● work environment
Each of these variables had a positive relationship to program quality. The construct of
intentionality was explored and grouped into three broad categories: “(a) a commitment to
the occupation; (b) a professional approach to the work; and (c) a child-related motivation
for engaging in the work” (Doherty et al., 2006, p. 297).
The trajectory of inquiry within this dissertation study involves concepts related to
motivation and educator well-being. Based on the actions that demonstrated intentionality
on the part of FCC educators—seeking further training, child-centered motivation for
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engaging the work, and participation in professional networks—there is a clear connection
to both professionalism and professional identity. While these are not regulable dimensions
of home-based child care, they do inform an aspirational model that is related to the
provision of high-quality ECE in FCC programs.
Professional Identity
Several studies found that FCC educators with a positive sense of purpose and
professional identity reported mastery over their environments and were able to establish
more positive and trusting relationships with others (Bromer & Henly, 2004; Doherty et al.,
2006; Nelson, 2010; Swartz et al., 2016; Weaver, 2002; Whitaker et al., 2015). Weaver
(2002) shared that FCC educators who considered themselves professionals, making an
important contribution to children’s development, were more likely to achieve high
standards of practice. The confidence associated with a positive professional identity also
empowered FCC educators to advocate more effectively for policies, regulatory guidelines,
and reimbursement rates. This in turn fostered a strong commitment to continuation in the
field of ECE (Nelson, 2010; Swartz et al., 2016; Weaver, 2002). Weaver (2002) further
recommends that “local and state initiatives can boost quality of care and commitment by
offering financial incentives for educational attainment and retention, health and disability
insurance, retirement benefits, and funds for renovation, maintenance, or improvement of
the child care environment” (p. 280).
The professional identity of home-based educators was also a notable differentiator
among participants in a study conducted by Pence and Goelman (1991). The results of this
study found that high-quality caregivers were more likely than low-quality caregivers to see
their work as a profession. Higher quality caregivers were also more likely to be licensed;
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have received formal, program specific training; and belong to an FCC association.
Motivation for caring and professional pride were also critical factors associated with the
observed quality of care. Swartz et al. (2016) discovered that a stronger sense of
professional identity had a significant positive association with engagement in professional
development, while psychosocial stress was positively correlated with consideration of
leaving the field. Peer support, on the other hand, had a significant negative association
with consideration of exit.
These findings further support the idea that articulation of the unique value and
characteristics of this care paradigm, such as through the development of consumer
education materials, could not only foster greater retention of qualified FCC educators but
also facilitate expansion of this critical sector (Weaver, 2002). This finding is aligned with
the intent and purpose of this study.
While this section considered factors of job context and content within FCC
programs, there are also broader social and political dimensions associated with the way
that family caregiving is structured and supported within U.S. culture that may also
influence FCC educators’ professional identity. The next section will examine the construct
of paid caregiving and the impact of gendered norms of family care work on the social
status and renumeration of FCC educators.
Nurturant Care Work and Inequality
Even with increased demand for early education programs and knowledge about the
important impact positive educational experiences can have on young children, emergent
policy and research has centered either on increasing access to child care as a work support
or on early education as a developmental enrichment activity. This dichotomy fails to take

46
into consideration that most families desire both, leading researchers to advocate for a
“convergence between policy efforts focused on quality and access” (Zaslow et al., 2014,
pp. 54–55).
There are, however, important distinctions to consider within the domains of
education and care present in most ECE programs. While early education is viewed as a
public responsibility, often receiving targeted investment to improve school readiness of
children from economically disadvantaged families, the daily care of children is still
considered the personal responsibility of families, and in most cases is assigned to women
within the family sphere. As women enter the workforce in greater numbers, the
responsibility for the unpaid family care work they are expected to perform shifts to the
marketplace. Therefore, it is critical to understand how the underlying gendered division of
labor associated with care work affects the expectations, conditions, and compensation for
those who provide this work (Duffy, 2011; Duffy et al., 2015; Folbre, 2012; Nelson, 2010).
While formalized care settings adopt more bureaucratic models of caring that rely
more heavily on standards and regulations, home-based settings may rely less on strict
adherence to rules and regulations, facilitating a closer, personal relationship with the
families they serve (Bromer & Henly, 2004). “As family child care providers are offering
not only their services, but also their homes, their carework is … seen as more intimate,
more individual, and more as an arrangement between friends” (Fitz Gibbon, 2002, p. 155).
Situating care in a home-based setting makes it appear to be a natural extension of
maternal care, requiring very little training or preparation and as such is generally poorly
valued and compensated. “Care is seen as an extension of the services that women are
expected to offer their family members out of love, reciprocity, and duty” (England &
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Folbre, 2002, p. 139). The notion that care work is a natural tendency of women “and
should be given freely creates resistance to generous renumeration” (England & Folbre,
2002, p. 139). While the discourse around motherhood often conveys sentiments of sanctity
and reverence, it is ironically the same construct that limits fair compensation for the care
work provided. Nelson (2010) makes a case for taking a critical feminist view on these
caregivers who “receive neither social honor nor economic rewards” (pp. 9–10) for their
contribution to the capitalist economy or to the children and families they serve.
England and Folbre (2002) also identify that care work is racialized due to cultural
stereotypes identifying women of color as more loving and emotional than their White
counterparts. “Employers may fantasize that women derive so much pleasure from the
process of providing care for dependents of the affluent that they really do not want or need
higher wages” (p. 140). Further, the subordination of care work as less important than the
work being done by parents also contributes to the low wages paid to caregivers.
As the field of ECE moves toward professionalization, not only receiving greater
recognition for the economic contribution made by supporting families through care of
their children, but also acknowledging the significant benefit of developmental enrichment,
there remains a gap in appreciation for the caring side of the equation. Douglass and Gittel
(2012) note that “while the early childhood education field has long embraced caring as a
core value, the field now finds itself struggling to resist the pull to separate care from
education in a political environment that pays more for education than for care” (p. 269).
The goal of this study was to identify the value of both care and education as enacted in
high-quality FCC programs. Using grounded theory with dimensional analysis
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(Schatzman, 1991) allowed for full consideration of the social and political dynamics that
impact the recognition and renumeration provided to FCC educators.
Summary
Work-related stressors can impact educator health and well-being and are shown to
negatively influence the quality of caregiver interactions with children (Whitaker et al.,
2015). Sustained job-related stress can also increase turnover, which directly impacts both
the children in care and their families. Curbow et al. (2000) point to a number of
underlying issues that contribute to workplace stressors, including the balance between job
demands and available resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) and the balance of reward to
effort extended (Vagg & Speilberger, 1998). Therefore, improving conditions to support
educator efficacy and well-being is critical to improving quality in home-based early
learning programs. Duffy and Armenia (2019) advocate that “the development of a strong
paid care sector is … critical to meeting care needs as well as advancing gender and
economic equity” (p. 3). Gu and Day (2007) further state that “a shift from teacher stress
and burnout to resilience provides a promising perspective to understand the ways that
teachers manage and sustain their motivation and commitment in times of change” (p.
1302).
In my professional experience licensing FCC programs in a large urban region in
the Northeast, I see a wide range of quality, impacting thousands of young, vulnerable
children. Giving consideration to the context and content of the work, this study
investigated how successful, licensed, FCC educators navigate the complex challenges
related to providing care for unrelated children in a home that is shared by their own
family. The extant literature identifies a clear need to explore not only process and
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structural indicators, but also the contextual factors that impact job satisfaction and
wellbeing of educators in home-based early learning programs such as professional
identity, motivation for engaging in this work, management of competing demands or
psychosocial stressors, intentionality of practice, and engagement in peer support networks.
Consideration of these factors is critical to inform policies and quality improvement
initiatives to more effectively support and sustain this important sector of the ECE
workforce.
From my perspective, supports for quality improvement are put into place before or
without consideration for FCC educators’ psychosocial well-being. Regulatory agencies
rarely ask questions about caregivers’ motivation for engaging in this work or help them
navigate the competing demands of work and family in their home setting. Peer support
networks in Massachusetts are primarily organized to manage subsidy distribution, without
an explicit or consistent focus on quality improvements. Many people enter the field of FCC
as an extension of their parental role without fully considering the impact they can have on
children’s learning and development or the responsibility they shoulder for maintaining
children’s health and safety. In reporting on the results of the Vancouver Study, Pence and
Goldman (1991) state that “it is not enough to screen out the less committed and less able
caregivers; governments must also be proactive in their support for factors that will, over
time, reinforce and extend quality care” (p. 99). This important study found that it is not
licensing alone that results in quality, but rather a combination of targeted training, a sense
of professional pride in the value of the work, and an intentional connection to a network of
peers.
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A notable gap in the literature is the identification of models of best practice or a
positive professional identity for FCC educators that identifies the conditions that lead to
an FCC program where the educator feels fulfilled and is successful in educating young
children and supporting their families. This study interrogates and evaluates the experience
of exceptional FCC educators whose outcomes for children mirror those of the highest
quality center-based programs. The goal was to find common themes in these best-practice
models of home-based care to enable a more complete understanding of the unique
attributes of successful home-based educators, in order to guide education and training
programs and lead to the development of more explicitly articulated regulatory and quality
standards that are differentiated from center-based standards. Through this work, new
practitioners, who may not have previously considered FCC to be a viable career, could be
brought into the field to expand the availability of high-quality, family-oriented programs
to better support children and families in all communities.
FCC is a critical component of a mixed-delivery system of ECE that supports the
needs of working families. Although research into quality and effectiveness of programs in
home-based settings is gaining momentum, most studies focus on structural and process
indicators of quality, failing to take into account the influence that educator’s attitude,
beliefs, and well-being have on program quality. The unique needs and challenges
experienced by FCC educators merit further investigation so that regulators and policy
makers can more effectively prepare and support this important segment of the ECE
workforce.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
The world needs a sense of worth, and it will achieve it only by its people feeling
that they are worthwhile.
—Fred Rogers (2019, p. 175)
Fred Rogers was ahead of his time. He was an iconic figure in educational
leadership, a quiet social activist who conveyed a sense of value and worth to every
member of his audience. Working closely with leading child psychologists such as
Benjamin Spock, Berry T. Brazelton, Erik Erickson, and Margaret B. McFarland, he chose
the novel medium of television to engage a wide audience of young children and their
parents with his daily program, Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood, which first aired in February
1968. His presence was gentle and reassuring, but he never shied away from difficult topics
like death, racism, or gender identity. His daily, iconic affirmation, “It’s you I like,”
expressed the deep ethical underpinning of his approach to honor and value the experiences
and perspectives of the youngest viewers. “Rogers strove to help children to understand
and appreciate themselves and their places in their own small worlds, and in so doing,
found his message: social responsibility” (Jackson & Emmanuel, 2016, p. 11).
In considering different methodological approaches for this study, it was critical to
find an approach that conveyed value and honored the voices and experiences of the
participants. Holloway and Schwartz (2018) state that:
grounded theory has the potential to uncover the elusive qualities of the workplace,
take the researcher beyond hegemonic understandings of organizations, hold as
central the participants and their stories, portray complex interactions, include an
intersectional stance and make visible the role of silence. (p. 497)
Grounded theory is ideally suited for an investigation of the experience of
home-based caregivers, the vast majority of whom are women operating independently.
Because researchers using grounded theory are investigating how participants create
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meaning from their own experience, rather than imposing a dominant theory or discourse on
the study, this method allows for a more complete understanding of the perspectives of
those who are operating on the margins (Keddy et al., 1996). Constructivist grounded
theory was a great fit for this study as it honors human experience and certainly resonates
with the values that Mr. Rogers promoted.
The goal for this study was to identify conditions and social processes that lead to
high-quality ECE in home-based learning environments, also referred to as FCC homes.
Using grounded theory to gain insight about the lived experience of FCC educators who are
successful and thrive in their work will help directly inform policy and practice, supporting
retention and expansion of this important sector of the ECE ecosystem.
First, this chapter will discuss the evolution of GTM (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and
explore the epistemological differences that emerged as researchers engaged with this
qualitative methodology. The next section will outline the process for collecting and
analyzing data using GTM. Following this will be a description of this study, and
discussion of the procedures I will use to engage with the data and formulate theoretical
propositions. Ethical considerations will then be defined.
The Emergence and Evolution of Grounded Theory Methodology
In response to widespread critique of qualitative methodologies in the late 1960s,
sociologists Glaser and Straus (1967) observed that “most writing on sociological methods
has been concerned with how accurate facts can be obtained and how theory can thereby
more rigorously tested” (p. 1). They proposed an approach to more fully explore and
understand the experience of participants in the phenomenon being studied through an
iterative, systematic process involving simultaneous data collection, analysis, and theory
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generation through an approach they named grounded theory. In making the case for this
new approach to qualitative research that met the criteria of scientific rigor associated with
the more ubiquitous positivist approaches to quantitative analysis of the period, they
posited that the complexity of human experience could not be fully understood simply
through the imposition of a dominant discourse nor through the verification of existing
theory through observation and comparison of known variables (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser &
Strauss, 1967; Heath & Cowley, 2004). While numerous qualitative methods such as
ethnography, action research, narrative inquiry, and phenomenology provide rich
descriptions of the experience of the target population, GTM was created to ascertain
connections that emerged through the analysis of the data to develop a theoretical
framework based on those connections or concepts (Winpenny & Gass, 2000). “Glaser and
Strauss aimed to move qualitative theory beyond descriptive studies into the realm of
explanatory theoretical frameworks, thereby providing abstract conceptual understandings
of the studied phenomena” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 6).
Coming from a realist ontological outlook and an objectivist epistemological
perspective, the first iteration of GTM (now referred to as classic Glaserian grounded
theory [CGGT]) Glaser and Strauss (1967) articulated a framework for GTM practice that
included:
● Simultaneous involvement in data collection and analysis;
● Constructing analytic codes and categories from data, not from
preconceived logically deduced hypotheses;
● Using the constant comparative method, which involves making comparisons
during each stage of the analysis;
● Advancing theory development during each step of data collection and analysis;
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● Memo writing to elaborate categories, specify their properties, define
relationships between categories, and identify gaps;
● Sampling aimed toward theory construction, not for population
representativeness; and
● Conducting the literature review after developing an independent analysis.
(Charmaz, 2006, pp. 5–6)
In CGGT, the role of the researcher is to collect empirical data through
observation and semi-structured interviews with participants to gain insight and
understanding about the phenomenon in practice. No a priori literature review is allowed,
so the theory may emerge instead from the data collected. Researchers engage in a
constant comparative process through continuous engagement with “emergent findings
via simultaneously-performed data collection and analyses” (Groen et al., 2017, pp. 2–3).
Throughout this constant comparative process, researchers are able to conceive of
connections in the data, creating conceptual categories that allow the analysis to inform
more abstract or substantive theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The data collection and
analysis continue, becoming more aligned with emergent theory through the refinement of
participants in the process by moving from purposeful to theoretical sampling.
Glaser and Strauss (1967) share that the decision to move toward more intentional
theoretical sampling is “controlled by the emerging theory… and not based on a
preconceived theoretical framework” (p. 45). The analysis through more theoretical
sampling continues until no new patterns or insights are found within the codes and
categories identified. This is identified as theoretical saturation (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser &
Strauss, 1967; Locke, 1996).
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Epistemological Differences Emerge
While GTM was initially articulated by Glaser and Strauss (1967), both actively
mentored graduate students, giving rise to continuing development and evolution of this
impactful methodology. After the initial publication of CGGT, contributions from Strauss,
Corbin, and Charmaz led to the evolution of Straussian grounded theory (SGT; Strauss & Corbin
1998) and constructivist grounded theory (CGT; Charmaz, 2006). Additional influences on the
development of new approaches to GTM include dimensional analysis (Schatzman, 1991),
situation analysis (Clarke, 2005), and feminist grounded theory (Olesen, 2007; Rieger, 2019;
Wuest, 1995). While Clarke (2009) considers situational analysis to be an extension of GTM
rather than a separate form, feminist grounded theory (Wuest, 1995) and dimensional analysis
(Schatzman, 1991) both elaborate close ties to GTM although each have aspects that make them
unique qualitative methodologies (see Figure 3.1).
Figure 3.1
Genealogy of Grounded Theory: Major Milestones

Note. Morse (2009, p. 17). Reprinted with permission.
Straussian Grounded Theory. While CGGT gained credibility in the scientific
community due to the explicit and detailed approach to data collection and analysis,
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epistemological differences emerged between Glaser and Strauss. Glaser, whose
quantitative research background at Columbia University shaped his positivist world view,
began to differ from the more postpositivist world view of Strauss, whose more
pragmatistic epistemological stance was influenced by his colleagues at the University of
Chicago, most directly Blumer (1969).
Blumer (1969) identified the theory of symbolic interactionism based on his work with
George Mead. Blumer proposed that meaning arises through the process of interaction between
people within a social context. “Symbolic interactionism sees meaning as social products that
are formed in and through the defining activities of people as they interact” (p. 5). According to
Blumer, symbolic interactionism rests on three premises: (a) human beings act toward things
on the basis of the meanings that the things have for them; (b) the meaning of such things arises
out of the interaction that one has with others; and (c) these meanings are handled in, and
modified through, an interpretative process used by the person in making sense and meaning of
their experience (p. 5). Strauss felt that symbolic interactionism impacted both the role of the
researcher using GTM and the analysis of the data.
In their further engagement with GTM, Strauss and Corbin (1998) used methodological
reflexivity (Groen et al., 2017; Munkejord, 2009) to more fully integrate the stories and
contextualize the experiences of participants into emerging concepts and codes. Additionally, the
researcher was not viewed as simply a dispassionate, neutral observer but was encouraged to
capture the contextual nuance of their interactions through field memos, process memos, and
theoretical memos, resulting in evolving insights experienced throughout the coding processes
(Wimpenny & Gass, 2000). In SGT, extant theory is introduced into the analysis of conceptual
categories identified in the second phase of coding (axial coding) to enable a greater degree of

57
complexity in understanding the interaction between categories and subcategories. Glaser
objected to this approach, claiming that Strauss and Corbin forced theory onto the data rather
than allowing it to emerge (Amsteus, 2014; Locke, 1996).
Constructivist Grounded Theory. While the ontology and epistemology of the
more positivist CGT are enacted through an objective methodology, the constructivist
approach to grounded theory presented by Charmaz (2006) reflects her relativist
worldview. As a mentee of Strauss, Charmaz was influenced by his symbolic interactionist
perspective and iterative research approaches. While maintaining the core procedural tenets
of both CGGT and SGT, Charmaz introduced a constructivist approach to GTM, which
changes the role of the researcher from a neutral observer to a co-constructor of meaning
within the research conducted (Groen et al., 2017), recognizing that “conducting and
writing research are not neutral acts.” Charmaz (2009) states that “constructivist grounded
theory assumes that we produce knowledge by grappling with empirical problems” (p.
130). Further, she identified that knowledge rests in the social construction of meaning
between participants and observer and is unquestionably influenced by “the researcher’s
perspectives, privileges, positions, interactions, and geographic locations” (p. 130).
Constructivists are attentive to language and the tacit assumptions underlying discourse;
with this attention, they more closely examine how experience is constituted within social
contexts. This is especially relevant for underrepresented or marginalized participants, as
their meanings are not necessarily represented by dominant discourse. Charmaz (2009)
contended that “in this way, a constructivist goes beneath the surface and enters the liminal
world of meaning” (p. 144). CGT goes deeper into the roots of the phenomenon being
studied, “accepting the notion of a multiplicity of perspectives and multiple realities” and
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forcing the researcher to “construct layered analyses and to attend to the varied ways both
[they] and [their] participants construct meaning” (Charmaz, 2009, p. 146). Within this
approach, it is critical that the researcher adopt a “reflexive stance towards emotions and
how the researcher is both influenced by and influences the respondents in the research
setting” (Munkejord, 2009, p. 155).
In her analysis of the three approaches to GTM discussed here, Charmaz (2014) also
identifies common linkages across all three:
Grounded theory methodologists who present one version of this method share
much in common with grounded theory proponents who propose another version,
although we differ on foundational assumptions shaping our studies. We have may
different standpoints and conceptual agendas yet we all begin with inductive logic,
subject our data to rigorous comparative analysis, aim to develop theoretical
analyses, and value grounded theory studies for informing policy and practice. (p.
14)
Table 3.1 provides an overview of the similarities and difference of the three primary approaches
to GTM.
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Table 3.1
Evolution of Grounded Theory Methodologies
Glaserian Classic
Grounded Theory
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967)

Straussian Grounded Theory
(Strass & Corbin, 1998)

Constructivist Grounded
Theory
(Charmaz, 2006)

Ontology

Positivist

Pragmatist

Relativist

Epistemology

Objective

Subjective/Interpretivist

Constructivist

Role of researcher

Neutral collector of
empirical data through
interviews and
observations

Reflexive and responsive to
underlying emotions and
context of social process
being studied

Iterative co-constructor of
meaning

Data Analysis

Substantive coding
Open coding that leads
to basic thematic
categories

Open coding
Coding bits of data
line-by-line coding;
Identifying categories,
properties, and relevant
dimensions of the observed
phenomena

Initial coding
Consideration given to
sensitizing concepts;
Studying fragments of
data and labeling them
looking for actions and
meaning; Identified “in
vivo” codes to give voice
to the participants

Selective coding
Selectively coding data
that relate to the core
category
Theoretical coding
Integrating substantive
codes into a grounded
theory

Axial coding
Reassembling the
disaggregated data to make
connections between
categories and subcategories
using a coding paradigm to
explicate linkages
Selective coding or
theoretical integration
Identifying a central concept
and relating all other
categories to form a
grounded theory

Focused coding
Identifying codes that are
most relevant to an
emerging theoretical
framework; Used to shape
future data collection and
analysis; may be iterative
and seek deeper meaning

Note. Charmaz (2006); Groen et al. (2017); Heath & Cowley (2004); Mukejord (2009); and
Rieger (2019).
Dimensional Analysis. As a student of Strauss and ultimately a colleague of both Glaser
and Strauss, Schatzman struggled to explain the analytical process embedded in GTM to
graduate students he taught. Often, in the analysis they conducted, he found that while some
students were quite successful in generating theory from the collected data, others derived
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theories early in the analytical process which he believed were “decidedly driven by
conception from received theories, frameworks or political ideologies” (Schatzman, 1991,
p. 305). He attributed this to the conception of dimensions of analysis that were often tacitly
derived through natural analysis, stating that “dimensionality affords an understanding—
learned and grounded in past problematic experience—that any phenomenon is more
complex than any single name or meaning for it. Dimensionality thus calls for an inquiry
into its parts, attributes, interconnections, context, processes, and implications” (Schatzman,
1991, p. 309). Kools et al. (1996) posit that:
In companion with the construction of dimensionality, natural analysis also draws on
past experience and knowledge as a cumulative and integral part of the individual’s
thinking process. For example, although grounded theory method generally rejects
the use of received theory as the basis for analysis, in reality, rarely do researchers
totally abandon prior substantive or methodological knowledge in the pursuit of
understanding a complex social phenomenon. (p. 315)
Rather than an extension of CGGT or SGT, dimensional analysis is set apart from
these methods by offering an explanatory matrix to articulate how context and perspective
become integrated (Benson & Holloway, 2005). While SGT focuses on the social
processes present within the phenomenon being studied, Schatzman (1991) notes that
dimensional analysis begins by asking “what ‘all’ is involved here?” (p. 310), stating the
importance of this broad initial question indicating that “early analysis is seen as concerned
with the identification and logistics, not the importance or meaning of things [while] later
analysis is integrative and sufficiently knowing to assign value to concepts” (p. 310). This
allows the researcher to identify relevant dimensions involved in the study before
conceptualizing their relative importance. Use of an explanatory matrix “provides the
structure and platform from which relationships between dimensions are identified,
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articulated and given theoretical and explanatory shape” (Benson & Holloway, 2005, p.
120). Elements of the explanatory matrix are shown in Figure 3.2.
Figure 3.2
Dimensional Analysis Explanatory Matrix

Note. This figure explains Dimensional Analysis from Schatzman (1991).
Generation of theory using dimensional analysis allows for a more explicit
articulation of the discovery process, situating the phenomenon in context. “In companion
with the construct of dimensionality, natural analysis also draws on past experience and
knowledge as a cumulative and integral part of the individual’s thinking process” (Kools et
al., 1996, p. 315). Within dimensional analysis, data collection continues until dimensions
are sufficiently represented and an explanatory pathway emerges. According to Kools et al.
(1996), “in configuring the explanatory matrix, the researcher seeks to select from among
the dimension assembled the central dimension that provides the most fruitful explanation
of the phenomenon under consideration” (p. 318). The identification of the central
dimension then guides the selection of participants through theoretical sampling. Once
saturation is reached and data collection ceases, data are organized within the explanatory
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matrix to derive meaning from the connection between the dimensions and used to translate
the theory into a salient narrative.
Situational Analysis. Clarke (2012) notes that “situational analysis … is an
extension of GTM … that integrates post-structural assumptions with those of GT and
strong feminist emphases on elucidating differences, the analysis of power, and including
documentary, historical, and visual discourses” (p. 389). In much the same way that
Schatzman identified contextual factors (or dimensions) as relevant to the analysis of the
data collected, Clarke (2009) further explores the impact of social worlds and arenas in
which the phenomena are situated to elucidate more in-depth interpretation of the data. “In
[Situational Analysis], the root metaphor for grounded theorizing shifts from social
process/action to social ecology/situation—grounding the analysis deeply and explicitly in
the broader situation of inquiry of the research project” (p. 199).
Situational analysis calls for the construction of inquiry and analysis through the
creation of three types of maps: situational maps, social worlds/arenas maps, and relational
maps. Situational maps (Figure 3.3) “lay out the major human, nonhuman, discursive,
historical, symbolic, cultural, political, and other elements in the research situation of
concern” (Clarke, 2012, p. 401). The purpose of this map, also referred to as a messy
situational map, is to frame the research design by identifying all of the possible elements
for which data should be gathered. “The maps are intended to capture the messy
complexities of the situation in their dense relations and permutations” (Clarke, 2009, p.
211) and are intended to be inclusive of all possible elements. Later in the analysis,
situational maps facilitate the exploration of relationships among the identified elements.
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Figure 3.3
Abstract Situational Map: Messy/Working Version

Note. Clarke (2005, p. 88). Reprinted with permission.
Social worlds/arenas maps (Figure 3.4), also called ordered situational maps, lay out:
all of the collective actors and the arena(s) of commitment within which they are
engaged in ongoing discourse and negotiations. Such maps … offer meso-level
interpretations of the situation, taking up its social organizational, institutional, and
discursive dimensions. (Clarke, 2009, p. 210)
Clarke (2009) warns against forcing information into blank categories, advising instead to
allow the data to inform the revision and reimagining of the map through inductive and
abductive reasoning rather than deductive reasoning.
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Figure 3.4
Abstract Situational Map: Ordered/Working Version

Note. Clarke (2005, p. 90). Reprinted with permission.
Relational maps (Figure 3.5) identify the connections and relationships between
elements of the situational maps. Clarke (2009) advises that the analyst uses copies of the
map to illuminate connections between elements systematically, noting the analysis through
memoing as the process is undertaken. “Relational maps … help the analyst to decide
which stories—which relationships—to pursue” (Clarke, 2009, p. 219) in the development
of grounded theoretical propositions. These maps are further refined and inform parameters
for theoretical sampling.
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Figure 3.5
Relational Analysis Using Situational Map: Focus on Epidemiology

Note. Clarke (2005, p. 106). Reprinted with permission.
The work of reviewing, revising, and reconstructing the maps is an ongoing and
iterative process that should be documented through the use of memos. Maps give order
and structure to the emergent theory and help to connect discursive elements and influences
that are both internal and external to the phenomenon. Shockley (2013) adds,
this cartographic innovation adjunctive to constructivist method adds breadth,
depth, circularity and fluidity to the analytic process by mapping the human and
non-human relationships in the research arena, mapping the social worlds in which
the relationships exist, and mapping the positions taken and negotiated by the actors
in the research arenas [and further contends that analysis within Situational
Analysis is] critical to uncovering of once silenced voices and meaning that have
been distorted. (p. 73)
Feminist Grounded Theory. When considering the nature of feminist qualitative
research, researchers using a feminist lens must not simply describe women’s experience
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but must explore the impact of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, age, and material
circumstances on the phenomenon in question (Olesen, 2007). In research using a critical
feminist theory, women are not depicted as powerless, deviant or without agency. Wuest
(1995) identifies that “feminist epistemology is not singular” (p. 126), noting three specific
feminist epistemologies:
● feminist empiricism: looking for an objective truth by eliminating biases (e.g.,
due to gender, race, or class) from the analytic process;
● feminist standpoint: knowledge is shaped by social context and is made
complete by and elevates the perspective of marginalized groups;
● postmodern feminism: dismisses the notion of “one truth” and challenges
constructs of power, knowledge, and truth that influence the social
construction of phenomena.
It is the latter that most aligns with GT, specifically as conceived by Strauss and
Corbin (1998), which emphasizes social context and symbolic interactionism as derivative
of theory. Wuest (1995) notes that “because the basic tenets of symbolic interactionism
reflect an ingrained respect for persons’ subjective interpretation of social experience as a
source of knowledge, it is not inconsistent for women to be knowers and their experience to
be a source our knowledge” (p. 128). Clarke (2012) emphasizes this concept:
GT can be viewed as always already feminist lies in [the fact that] its
foregrounding of a deconstructive mode of analysis via open coding. Open coding
connotes just that—data are open to multiple simultaneous readings or codes. Many
different phenomena and many different properties can be named, tracked, and
traced through reams of all different kinds of data. There is no one right reading.
All readings are temporary, partial, provisional, and perspectival—themselves
situated historically and geographically. (p. 7)
The use of feminist ground theory allows scholars to move beyond ethnographic
descriptions and place the emergent theory within a broader social and political context.
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Holloway and Schwartz (2018) assert that “GT positions researchers … to explore and
conceptualize social processes and systems that have created and perpetuated
marginalization, discriminatory practices [and] exclusion” (p. 525). Feminist grounded
theory advocates for reciprocity and collaboration in the analysis of data and creation of
theoretical propositions, noting the effectiveness of multiple interviews to allow participants
to move beyond socially accepted responses to the deeper meaning of their experience
(Wuest, 1995).
Duffy (2011) states that “within the paid care workforce, … racial-ethnic and class
divisions persist and are interconnected with the gendered associations of the work” (p.
17). As this study involved exploration of the lives of home-based caregivers and
educators, it was imperative that these factors be given adequate consideration. Kushner
and Morrow (2003) propose that “a critical feminist perspective … encompasses a focus on
gender as well as other sources of social and cultural inequity [and places] an emphasis on
transformative potential” (p. 31).
I used feminist grounded theory and a constructivist epistemology in this study,
resulting in emergent theoretical propositions that were not imposed on this critical sector
but instead unfolded from the daily experiences of the FCC educators while honoring them
in the process. The following section examines the processes for data collection, analysis,
and the emergence of theoretical propositions grounded in the narrative of the participants.
Logic of Discovery in Grounded Theory
Grounded theory is one of a number of qualitative methods used to uncover
meaning and relevance through the exploration of phenomena rooted in human experience.
Whereas other qualitative methods such as ethnography, case studies, and phenomenology
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seek to understand and describe what is observed, GT uses a pragmatic approach to data
collection, refinement, categorization, and connection into a novel theory to answer the
primary question posed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and later elaborated by Schatzman
(1991, p. 310): “What ALL is going on here?” The process of data collection and analysis
in GT follows a rigorous, but not linear, trajectory, using constant comparison of the data
as it is collected to further refine data collection processes and to develop theoretical
propositions (Figure 3.6). The researcher notes this emergent analysis through memos and
explanatory matrices. While CGGT presumes the neutrality of the observer, SGT and CGT
acknowledge the influence of the researcher’s a priori knowledge and experience with the
subject, allowing for reflexivity and co-construction of meaning. Although variants in
epistemological assumptions exist, the methodological processes or analytic tools for data
analysis are similar for all GT approaches, in that the researcher must remain flexible and
open to fully ground the theory in the data. Iterative, ongoing analysis allows for the
generation of more abstract concepts and refinement of the sample until saturation is
evident. While Strübing (2007) identifies iterative generation of hypotheses, CGT
identifies the emergence of theoretical propositions to be more consistent with the
qualitative frame.
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Figure 3.6
Logic of Inquiry in Grounded Theory

Note. Strübing (2007, p. 595) Reprinted with permission.
Approach to Data Collection
Interviews. Interviews with participants involved in the phenomenon of focus are
usually the primary source of data in GT studies as the “researcher aims to learn
participants’ implicit meanings of their experiences to build a conceptual analysis of them”
(Charmaz, 2002, p. 678). Questions posed are broad and open ended, allowing for the
emergence of meaning through what the participant deems salient and relevant. The
interviewer follows up with probing questions to clarify broader concepts (such as trust or
respect) and to locate the underlying meaning made by the participant. As the story unfolds,
the interviewer also looks for opportunities to go beneath superficial facts to find the
inherent meaning in the underlying social process from the perspective of the participant.
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Careful observation and attention to the participant’s affect will ensure that the interviewer
doesn’t become overly intrusive so as to cause discomfort to the participant. Interviews are
generally recorded, with the permission of the participant, to allow for full transcription of
all dialogue, including the silence and gaps in conversation. Charmaz (2002) states that “no
interview should end abruptly after the interviewer has asked the most searching questions
or when the participant is distressed” (p. 679). Charmaz (2002) continues, “the rhythm and
pace of the interview should bring the participant back to a normal conversational level
before the interview ends” (p. 679).
Proponents of CGGT suggest that one interview is sufficient, while constructivists
using CGT advocate for the multiple sequential interviews. Charmaz (2002) suggests that
“conducting multiple interviews … fosters trust between the interviewer and interviewee,
which allows the interviewer to get closer to the studies phenomenon” (p. 682). Once the
narrative is transcribed, the researcher checks for adherence to the audio recording and
should provide a copy of the transcript to the participant for verification and to determine if
the result resonates with the participant’s experience. While an objectivist approach to GT
simply requires validation of the dialogue by the participants, constructivists recommend a
more iterative approach through a follow-up interview giving the participant more control
over the subsequent analysis (Birt et al., 2016; Levers, 2013). Both approaches contribute
to the trustworthiness of the study, ensuring that the analysis is an accurate representation
of the participant’s narrative. Ethical considerations require the researcher to return
transcripts quickly, while the conversation is still fresh in the mind of the participant.
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Further ethical consideration must be given if the information shared might provoke a
negative emotional response. In addition, researchers must adhere to confidentiality as
outlined in the informed consent signed prior to the start of the interview.
Sampling. Obtaining meaningful data is the key to excellence in grounded theory.
The researcher must be strategic in the selection of participants for the study to ensure that
they provide the most representative data for the phenomenon in question. In grounded
theory, approaches to sampling evolve as theoretical constructs emerge. The primary types
of sampling are: (a) purposeful sampling, where representative participants are selected
based on preliminary analysis of the data from questions posed to study informants or
collected from initial interviews; (b) convenience sampling, where participants are chosen
on the basis of their availability, which may be used to narrow the purposeful sample; and
(c) theoretical sampling, where participants are selected based on concepts or themes
identified in the emergent analysis of data (Charmaz, 2006; Morse, 2007).
Analytic Methods
In grounded theory, data analysis begins as soon as it is gathered. The researcher
reviews transcripts using line-by-line coding and begins to ask questions that guide and
direct subsequent data collection. As the researcher engages with the data, memoing
insights and making connections in what is present, refinements are made to the inquiry
process to further explore nascent concepts, making “an interpretive rendering . . . that
illuminates studied life” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 43). Charmaz (2006) also states:
Coding is the pivotal link between collecting data and developing an emergent theory to
explain these data. Through coding, you define what is happening in the data and begin
to grapple with what it means. Grounded theory coding consists of at least two main
phases: 1) an initial phase involving naming each word, line, or segment of data
followed by; 2) a focused, selective phase that uses the most significant or frequent
initial codes to sort, synthesize, integrate, and organize large amounts of data. While
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engaging in initial coding, you mine early data for analytic ideas to pursue in further
data collection and analysis. During initial coding, the goal is to remain open to all
possible theoretical directions indicated by your readings of the data. Later, you use
focused coding to pinpoint the most salient categories in large batches of data.
Theoretical integration begins with focused coding and proceeds through all your
subsequent analytic steps. (p. 46)
During initial coding, the analyst studies fragments of data words, segments, and
descriptors to gain insight into the meaning conveyed by the participant’s story. While
analyzing the data, researchers should note specific phrases or terms used by the participant
and identify these as in vivo codes. “In vivo codes help us to preserve participants’
meanings of their views and actions in the coding itself . . . serve as symbolic markers of
participants’ speech and meanings” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 58).
After initial codes are identified, the analyst moves to focused coding, where the
most relevant codes are identified and tested against the collected data using constant
comparative methods (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) “to establish analytic distinctions and thus
make comparisons at each level of analytic work” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 54). “We may follow
special procedures to elaborate our codes or move to extant theoretical codes but only if
indicated by our emerging analysis. Signposts and guides make our sojourn with coding
accessible and ease our way around obstacles” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 42). Charmaz (2006)
further notes that “coding with gerunds helps you detect processes and stick to the data” (p.
53). This helps to keep the analysis focused on the social processes involved and the
meaning assigned by the participants rather than imposing an outsider’s point of view.
Field notes collected via memos capture the context and dimensions of experience
and further elaborate the collected data. Memos are dated and included as an ongoing
record of the analysis conducted, enabling further exploration of emergent concepts and
themes in subsequent interviews (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007).

73
Additional steps identified in SGT include axial coding that organizes codes into
categories according to their properties and dimensions:
While initial coding fractures data into separate pieces and distinct codes, axial coding
is Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) strategy for bring data back together in a coherent code.
Axial coding answers questions of when, where, why, who, how, and with what
consequences. With these questions, a researcher can describe the studied
experience more fully, although Corbin and Strauss contend that linking
relationships between categories occurs on a conceptual rather than descriptive
level. (Charmaz, 2006, p. 60)
While Glaser (1978) identifies theoretical coding as the way to conceptualize how
substantive codes can be integrated into theoretical propositions, Strauss and Corbin (1998)
state that selective coding leads to theoretical integration by identifying a central concept
and relating all other categories to form a grounded theory from the collected data. Both
approaches are similar but documented in different ways. Glazer (1978) further emphasizes
that “from the standpoint of grounded theory, each preconceived idea should EARN its way
into your analysis—including your own ideas from previous studies” (Charmaz, 2006, p.
68). Here again, theoretical memos can be useful adjuncts to codes and serve as an
organizing construct contributing to the development of theoretical propositions (Dey,
2007; Kolb, 2012). Throughout this process, Charmaz (2014) urges researchers to guard
against forcing preconceptions about the data into the coding process, encouraging
reflexivity and noting that “becoming aware of your preconceptions as you engage in the
iterative process of coding, memo writing, and data collection enriches your analysis” (p.
156).
Data collection continues to evaluate the accuracy of the emergent theoretical
construct until no new categories or concepts appear. At this point, it becomes clear that
theoretical saturation has occurred. As the data is further analyzed, researchers are urged to
maintain “theoretical sensitivity by continuously reflecting on and discussing the emerging
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results in relation to personal and professional experiences and familiarity with the relevant
literature” (Löve et al., 2011, p. 4).
Evaluating Grounded Theory
“Trustworthiness is the bedrock of high quality qualitative research” (Birt et al., 2016, p.
1802). Dimmock and Lam (2012) identify GT as a methodology well suited to examining
complex interactions within a phenomenon in educational settings. However, noting that
the resulting theory grounded in analysis of the data is more transferable than generalizable,
they add that:
GT does not aim to generalize to larger samples or populations, hence random sampling is not
applicable or appropriate; rather, it seeks to build theory bounded by the cases and individuals
studied, rather than test application to other concepts. …In-depth detailed description of the
context of the central phenomenon allows others to compare context and conditions in the
study with their own, thus enabling the transferability process.” (Dimmock & Lam, 2012, p.
202)

Given the role of researcher as both collector and analyst of data within a
grounded theory study, the potential for bias based on the researcher’s prior knowledge and
experience has the potential to undermine the credibility and trustworthiness of the results.
Birt et al. (2016) posit that member checking should be used not just as a technique to
validate the content of the interview data, but also in a number of different ways to coconstruct meaning with participants and validate or further explicate the findings,
consistent with the constructivist approach to GT proposed by Charmaz (2002). Ethical
considerations must ensure that any data presented is in aggregated and nonidentifiable to
preserve confidentiality if presented in a group setting.
Further evaluative criteria are proposed by Charmaz (2014):
A strong combination of originality and credibility increases resonance, usefulness, and
the subsequent value of the contribution. A claim to making a scholarly contribution
requires a careful study of relevant literatures, including those that go beyond
disciplinary boundaries, and a clear positioning of your grounded theory. (p. 338)
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Charmaz (2014) suggests using a rubric (Table 3.2) to evaluate the credibility of the
novel theory that emerges from a grounded theory study. This is a useful framework that
brings the study back to the intended purpose and keeps the researcher focused on the
impact and contribution made by the proposed theoretical model.
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Table 3.2
Criteria for Evaluating Grounded Theory Research
Credibility

Originality

Resonance

Usefulness

•

Has your research achieved intimate familiarity with the setting or topic?

•

Are the data sufficient to merit your claims? Consider the range, number, and
depth of the observations contained in the data.

•

Have you made systematic comparisons between observations and between
categories?

•

Do the categories cover a wide range of empirical observations?

•

Are there strong logical links between the gathered data and your argument
and analysis?

•

Has your research provided enough evidence for your claims to allow the
reader to form an independent assessment—and agree with your claims?

•

Are your categories fresh? Do they offer new insights?

•

Does your analysis provide a new conceptual rendering of the data?

•

What is the social and theoretical significance of this work?

•

How does your grounded theory challenge, extend or refine current ideas,
concepts, and practices?

•

Do the categories portray the fullness of the studied experience?

•

Have you revealed both liminal and unstable taken-for-granted meanings?

•

Have you drawn links between larger collectivities or institutions and
individual lives, when the data indicate so?

•

Does your grounded theory make sense to your participants or people who
share their circumstances? Does your analysis offer them deeper insights about
their lives and worlds?

•

Does your analysis offer interpretations that people can use in their everyday
worlds?

•

Do your analytic categories suggest any generic processes?

•

If so, have you examined these generic processes for tacit implications?

•

How does your work contribute to knowledge? How does it contribute to
making a better world?

Note. This table explains the criteria for evaluating grounded theory research derived from
Charmaz (2014, pp. 337–338).
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Recognizing the iterative, complex and often messy processes involved in coding
and generation of categories, Jonsen and Jehn (2009) recommend the use of conceptual
maps or tree graphs to identify second-order concepts under which the initial codes are
grouped. These maps or graphs are reviewed by multiple coders engaged in the analysis to
arrive at consensus and potentially elevate unexpected insights into the emergent theory.
Glaser and Strauss (1967) assert that the credibility of the finding is enhanced by conveying
explicit detail about the context of the social phenomenon under study and by
demonstrating a codified procedure for data analysis, “which allows readers to understand
how the analyst obtained [their] theory from the data” (p. 229).
Internal validity of a GTM study is demonstrated through careful and
comprehensive documentation of the data collection, analysis, and theory generation using
many of the strategies listed above. The external validity of the resultant theory, grounded
in the data, must address areas of reliability and transferability of the novel theory to other
contexts (Kolb, 2012).
Study Design
The ontological orientation for this study is relativist and the epistemological stance
is constructivist. Given the marginalization of the population being studied, as identified by
Tuominen (2003), Nelson (2010), Duffy (2011), and Armenia (2009), I then engaged a
critical feminist lens to fully understand the way that participants made meaning of their
own experiences within the social dimensions of race, class, and gender.
Purposeful Sample
This study was conducted by recruiting a purposeful sample of licensed FCC
educators in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Although initially I planned to solicit
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recommendations for potential participants from FCC licensors across the state, there were
significant competing priorities for licensors at the time of this study that made it untenable.
The approach used instead was to work from a list of FCC educators, provided by the MA
Department of Early Education and Care, that identified their quality rating based upon
their voluntary participation in the MA Quality Rating Improvement System (QRIS),
starting with those who earned Level 3 or 4 (out of potential 4). This indicator was
significant because QRIS requires a commitment to quality as demonstrated by national
accreditation, engagement in professional networks, ongoing training, and use of an
evidence-based curriculum and assessment framework. The intentional investment in time
and resources associated with achieving this level of quality is considered a marker of high
quality in FCC. However, as participation in QRIS is not mandatory in Massachusetts,
additional consideration was given to FCC educators with a positive licensing history as
well. A Memorandum of Understanding was obtained from the MA Department of Early
Education and Care (Appendix B).
Initial recruitment was conducted by a research assistant. Email invitations were
sent to 61 educators. The response to the initial outreach was seven participants (11%). A
follow up email was sent to those who did not respond. Phone calls were made as well.
The research assistant spoke directly with four participants who agreed to be interviewed.
Many of the potential participants replied via email that they were not interested or did
not have time to participate even outside of their business hours. In an effort to recruit a
more representative sample in terms of gender, race, and ethnicity, targeted outreach was
conducted via email, with phone follow-up, to 28 additional participants. This outreach
yielded three additional participants. Recruitment efforts also involved posting on social
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media groups, but those who expressed interest identified as White or Hispanic women,
so they were not considered at that time given the considerable representation of both
groups in the sample at that time.
As the ethical limitations of the study prevented me from recruiting participants
from my own region, with whom I had a positive working relationship, I interviewed a
cultural consultant to gain insight about how I might recruit more BIPOC women or men to
participate in the study. The consultant is a long-serving Black FCC educator who is
involved in leadership and advocacy for the field. She shared that there was increased
isolation among FCC educators due to discontinuity of support structures within local
communities. In her experience, when these support structures were formalized or made
regional, rather than localized within communities, attendance and participation waned.
She reflected that the best support group meetings for FCC educators were held in each
other’s living rooms, sharing a meal, and discussing solutions to challenges they were
experiencing. She also shared that many FCC educators were skeptical when someone they
did not know reached out for information. In addition, she suggested that the language in
the invitation be rewritten to sound less academic and more accessible.
As a result of these suggestions, I submitted an addendum to my Institutional Review
Board application, requesting to have another colleague reach out to recruit and interview
BIPOC educators in her network. This was approved as long as my colleague maintained
their confidentiality throughout the interview process. Four additional participants were
interviewed as a result.
Using a constant comparative process to analyze data and refine the questions,
theoretical saturation was reached after completing 18 interviews with a diverse and
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representative sample of educators. A theoretical sample was not warranted for this study.
Although FCC educators who speak a language other than English are prominent in
several communities in Massachusetts, the challenge of data analysis and codification of
meaning across multiple languages was outside the scope of this study.
Participants
For this study, I interviewed 18 licensed family child care educators via
videoconference for 40–70 minutes. The experience of each educator was shaped by their
racial-ethnic identity,the duration of their professional experience, and by the location of
their residence. Of the 18 participants, one was male, while the others were female. The
primary language for 10 participants was English, while the home language of eight
participants was Spanish, French, German, Dutch, or Afrikaans. Table 3.3 provides a
summary of personal and demographic descriptors for the participants interviewed.
Thirteen of the educators were affiliated with an FCC system, while five were not. All but
three accepted children in state-subsidized care slots. All but one participated in the
Massachusetts QRIS (a condition of subsidy receipt) with the majority achieving a level 3
out of a potential 4. Additionally, three of the participants were nationally accredited by the
National Association for Family Child Care.
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Table 3.3
Family Child Care Educators Interviewed: Personal and Demographic Information
Participant ID
P1

Age
51–60

Location
Urban

Race/Ethnicity
Hispanic

Years Licensed
16

P2

51–60

Urban

White

21

P3

36–50

Suburban

Hispanic

15

P4

51–60

Rural

White

28

P5

51–60

Urban

White

16

P6

36–50

Suburban

White

13

P8

36–50

Urban

Hispanic

15

P9

51–60

Suburban

White

34

P10

26–35

Suburban

Hispanic

6

P11

51–60

Rural

White

21

P12

36–50

Urban

Hispanic

4

P13

51–60

Suburban

White

24

P14

36–50

Rural

Black

1

P15

51–60

Suburban

Black

12

P16

60+

Urban

Black

38

P17

25–35

Urban

Black

4

P18

51–60

Urban

Black

20

P19

60+

Urban

Black

10
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Additional participant variables included the size, structure, and location of
programs within their home. Half of the participants had space within their home that was
solely dedicated to child care, while the others shared their entire homes with child care
children. Only two of the participants did not serve infants, citing the difficulty of managing
a wide span of ages in a small group setting.
I don’t know how people do this. I wanted to make sure he [infant] was okay, but
they I wanted to make sure she [another infant] was okay. I only have three
children, but [with two infants] I’m like ‘I don’t think I can do this by myself.’
Because of the age group, this is hard. (Participant 10)
Working by yourself is stressful. One of the kids is crying and the other wants to be
held, the other ones want to eat so sometimes it’s stressful. (Participant 12)
Licensed capacity varied greatly among participants. Six participants were licensed
for 10 children, which requires the presence of an assistant. The majority of participants (9)
were licensed for eight children, which allows an educator to be the sole caregiver as long
as two of the children are of school-age, and no more than two of the children are infants.
This arrangement allows educators the maximum flexibility for enrollment. Three of the
participants were only licensed for six children, which can be a limit based upon available
space or duration of experience as an FCC educator.
The presence of assistants varied greatly as well with 10 educators indicating that
they worked with an assistant while eight did not. Reasons cited for each decision reflect the
difficulty of depending upon another individual to support the daily operation of your
program.
Over the years I’ve had so many assistants. The thing is you’ve taught them very
good, then suddenly they start to be a family child care provider. It’s part of life that
people have to grow and you helped them out, and it’s a good thing. It’s a challenge
too, because sometimes you have to have 10 children and you have start all over
again with someone who just got their license and they have no clue what they are
doing. (Participant 1)
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My assistant has been working with me for four years now. She also has a CDA in
early childhood education, and she helps me a lot with the children. It’s difficult to
work with children altogether with different ages. Usually, I work with the
preschoolers and my assistant works with the youngest ones. And then we mix them
together so the little one can learn from the big one sometimes. (Participant 3)
The majority of participants (12) had previous experience working in an informal or
formal child care setting before becoming an FCC educator. Some worked in Head Start,
others worked as teachers or directors in center-based programs. Six participants knew a
friend or had a family member who was an FCC educator before they started. Three of the
participants had experience working in the field of elder care prior to becoming licensed.
Interviews
Each participant signed an informed consent (Appendix A) and was notified about
their ability to withdraw from the study at any time. All interviews were conducted
virtually due to current public health parameters and were scheduled at times determined by
each educator to be most convenient. Some took place during naptime, others took place
after closing, and several took place on the weekend. All the participants were gracious,
generous with their time, and happy to share their stories. Many provided a brief virtual
tour of their programs.
Interview questions in this study started with the broad question, “Can you tell me
briefly about your FCC program?” and then moved to the more focused question, “Can you
tell me about your experience as an FCC educator?” In asking this question, I tried not to
impose a framework to define success, rather I asked the educator to share their personal
experience in family child care and the meaning they make from their daily engagement
with young children. In doing so, I sought to avoid answers reflecting confirmation bias
(Grimm, 2010). Throughout the interview, I asked follow-up questions to clarify statements
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or to have the educator elaborate on an answer. Interviews were recorded with permission
and then professionally transcribed with time stamps to facilitate coding. Each transcript
was checked for accuracy, making minor changes as needed and then changing the names
of all participants and identifiable references, such as town, affiliated agencies, and so on.
The transcripts were then sent to each participant within 10 days of the interview for
verification. Three of the participants asked for minor changes to be made to protect the
identity of their own families based upon information shared.
Data Analysis
Once the interview transcripts were finalized, I worked collaboratively with a team
of two external coders to strengthen the analysis using the web-based platform Dedoose to
facilitate organization of the collected data and emergent codes. These team members, who
had limited or no experience in the field of ECE, brought alternative perspectives to the
coding process, which increased the credibility of the study. The first three transcripts were
coded by the entire team, while the next six were coded by different members with an
undisclosed overlap to ensure interrater reliability. Two meetings were held with the
coding team to discuss their findings and emergent concepts that were evident in the data.
As data collection continued, a constant comparative process was used to more deeply
understand the experience of FCC educators and the underlying meaning of the details they
shared. This process helped to shape subsequent interviews and suggested new ways to
elaborate on emergent themes as they arose.
Initial Coding. As Charmaz (2006) positions the researcher as co-constructer of
meaning, the first stage of initial coding involved consideration of the sensitizing concepts
identified in the literature review. My coding partners and I analyzed fragments of data,
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labeling both actions and meaning. In Vivo codes were captured to give voice to the
participants. While some In Vivo codes were presented by participants for whom English
was not their first language, none required additional verification from a language
specialist to ascertain the appropriate meaning. Holloway and Schwartz (2018) note that
identification of codes and labels must take into account the broader social and political
contexts that lead to marginalization of this predominately female workforce. Clarke
(2012) advocates using a feminist epistemology when examining data, encouraging
researchers to “be open to new ways of seeing and knowing, to legitimate and promote
epistemic diversity, and to work against epistemic violence that erases or silences minor
voices and perspectives” (p. 3). Examining the representation of what constitutes quality in
FCC settings from the perspective of the enactors of this important work helped to move
the analysis in this phase from simply confirming hegemonic standards of quality in child
care to a richer and more nuanced understanding of what is taking place and the way that
all parties involved are impacted.
Focused Coding. As initial codes began to emerge, analysis moved to the second
phase of focused coding to identify connections in the emergent codes and examine whether
theoretical ideas emerged from the data. The resultant transcripts yielded more than 2,500
codes that were subsequently organized 48 conceptual categories using a “messy map”
(Figure 3.7) as proposed by Clarke (2005, p. 88).
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Figure 3.7
Messy Map

Note. Created with WordArt https://wordart.com/edit/kb2zfucz5h5g
Further analysis involved identifying connections between the categories to identify
emergent concepts and theoretical constructs (Figure 3.8). While situation analysis was not
used formally during analysis of my results, Clarke’s cartography was used to make sense
of the data. The next step was to contextualize the narrative using dimensional analysis
with explanatory matrices to identify the connections between the data. Those findings are
presented in Chapter IV.
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Figure 3.8
Relational Map

Dimensional Analysis. After identification of relevant codes and labels, Schatzman
(1991) proposes the creation of explanatory matrices to “tell a complex story” of the
relationship between emergent concepts and codes. Analysis at this next stage is
integrative, using collected data and emergent codes to identify concepts that will inform
theoretical propositions. Dimensional analysis of the preliminary findings helped to
identify two core dimensions and five primary dimensions. Creating explanatory matrices
allowed me to more clearly identify and articulate the way context and perspective become
integrated into emergent theory (Benson & Holloway, 2005). These are elaborated in
Chapter IV.
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It is critical at this phase to be mindful of the influence of received theory on the
conceptualization of emergent themes while also considering perspective and context.
Maintaining a system of capturing insights through the analytic process was the key to
ensuring internal validity of this methodology.
Memos
The coding team created field memos, process memos, and theoretical memos to
inform coding processes throughout the study. These memos captured emergent
connections between the codes as initial concepts began to emerge. This process also
enabled me to take a reflexive stance and consider how my position, experience, and
knowledge of early education influenced my lens. Memos were also an important tool used
to capture the specific contextual factors associated with each participant, such as location
of care, family composition, location of child care, and so on as these factors may have
contributed to structuring the dimensional analysis with the feminist lens being utilized in
this study.
Theoretical Conceptualization
The generation of novel theory through engagement with the data is an abductive
process that involves creative inference and then checking these inferences against
additional data collected. It is this iterative and constant comparative process that makes
GTM so unique. The coding team helped to ensure that differing perspectives were fully
considered and incorporated into the analysis (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). As data
collection proceeds, participant selection may become more strategic or theoretical to
further examine and test emergent constructs. Once subsequent interviews no longer add to
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emergent constructs, theoretical saturation is reached and the process of data collection
ceases. In this study, theoretical saturation was reached after 18 interviews.
Ethical Considerations
In this study, it was critical to consider my role as monitor and regulator of quality
and safety in FCC homes. Given the power dynamics of my role as a Regional Director at
the Massachusetts Department of Early Education and Care, initial outreach and
identification of qualified participants was done through a research assistant to avoid any
implication that declining to participate would have adverse consequences for the
educators. The research assistant was a former employee of the Massachusetts Department
of Early Education and Care and was familiar with the family child care landscape in
Massachusetts. During interviews, I did my best to keep my instincts in check by not
considering items that I would typically evaluate during a visit to these homes and made
that clear to participants at the onset of our interview. This was minimized by the timing
and format of the interviews, which were virtual and took place after program hours or
during times when educators were not engaged with children. All data was protected and
the identities of individual participants were kept confidential throughout the process. No
parents or children were interviewed in this study.
Adopting a stance of reflexivity in conducting the study was imperative. I approach
this work with decades of prior knowledge and experience in the field of ECE, and I also
oversee licensing compliance and quality improvement for more than 1,000 FCC educators
in my region. Given my intimate involvement and experience in the field of study,
Charmaz (2014) advises that the researcher adopt a reflexive stance throughout the process
of data collection and analysis. This was done to ensure that extant theory was not forced
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onto the emergent theoretical constructs. “Becoming aware of your preconceptions as you
engage in the iterative process of coding, memo-writing, and collecting data enriches your
analysis” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 156). Reflexivity contributes to the credibility and
trustworthiness of the results. Theoretical sensitivity was also needed to ensure that the
participants’ words and experiences were reflected accurately based on their individual and
collective experience. The use of coding partners who did not have direct experience in the
field of early education, lends credibility to the process by limiting the influence of
received theory on the interpretation of the data.
Conclusion
The process of collecting and analyzing the data in this study using a constructivist
approach to GT was illuminating. While many participants expressed trepidation about the
process, unsure that they had relevant information to share, their narratives provided
intimate details about their lived experiences as family child care educators. Their insights
were emotional, inspiring, heartwarming, and sometimes gut-wrenching. It was clear that
each of them worked with a strong sense of passion and purpose. I have returned to the
transcripts many times during the long process of meaning-making, finding common
threads that led to the development of conceptual categories and a theoretical framework,
and feel that I have come to know each one of them better. The findings are elaborated in
Chapter IV. In Chapter V, I demonstrate connections between these concepts and offer
theoretical propositions returning to the literature to ground the proposed framework. In
addition, I use feminist theory as a lens to evaluate the impact of gender, class, and race on
the provision of care in home-based settings.
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS
If caring is to be maintained, clearly, the one-caring must be maintained. She must
be strong, courageous, and capable of joy.
—Nel Noddings (1984, p. 100)
In this chapter, I present the results of my findings using dimensional analysis to
structure the emergent concepts and gain further insight into the social processes that
underlie the enactment of high-quality early care and education (ECE) in home-based
settings. The questions I explored in this study were: (a) How does the professional identity
of the home-based educator relate to the educator’s sense of purpose, contribution, and
meaning in the work? and (b) How do successful FCC educators negotiate the work-life
boundaries and the multiple roles inherent in this care paradigm?
Given the timing of this study, it is impossible to ignore the impact of the global
pandemic that directly affected the daily lives of children, families, and the educators who
maintained connections, adapted their practices, and persevered despite the overwhelming
challenges presented. I will discuss those findings in a separate section in this chapter as
many of the participants used their pandemic-related experience as a reference point for
everything they missed when the conditions of care had to change in response to public
health mandates.
The focus of this chapter is to elevate the voices of the men and women who
participated in this study, all of them caregivers and educators who commit themselves to
serving children and families each day. Their stories and words are the foundation for the
dimensions identified throughout the analytic process. The connections between these
dimensions are discussed in Chapter V using a theoretical matrix to ground the emergent
theoretical propositions. In Chapter V, I also employ a feminist lens that considers the
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social construction of care in home-based settings and the impact that has on the
experience and professional status of FCC educators, the vast majority of whom are
women.
Participant Overview
There were a total of 18 participants interviewed for this study. The sample was
purposefully chosen from a group of FCC educators who demonstrated high quality
practice as validated by their participation in the MA Quality Rating Improvement System,
apart from one educator who had only been licensed for one year. The sample was
representative of the tremendous diversity among FCC educators across the state with an
equal number of Caucasian, Hispanic, and Black participants. They ranged in age from 26
to 67. The average length of practice within the group was 16.5 years, while the longest
serving educator had been practicing for 34 years. Location of care also varied greatly.
Half of the participants identified that they lived in an urban area, 33% identified their
community as suburban, while 17% noted that they lived in a rural area. All were kind and
generous with their time and pleased to talk about their experience in family child care.
Some became very emotional when sharing stories of the children and families they loved
and cared for over the years, but all participants affirmed their love for the work even as
they described the challenges they faced. Each interview yielded insight into the complex
work of home-base care resulting in over 2,500 codes. Making meaning from these
narratives was a challenging task supported using dimensional analysis, which provided a
framework for understanding their experiences. The following section will describe these
findings with excerpts from each of the participants.
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Dimensional Analysis
When analyzing data within a ground theory study, dimensional analysis is a useful tool.
Codes that emerge from the unique story shared by each participant are organized using
explanatory matrices to identify the relationships between the data for the purposes of
“tell[ing] a complex story” (Schatzman, 1991, p. 308). Using this integrative step allowed
me to articulate the connection between context, experience, and perspective leading to the
emergence of theoretical propositions related to the phenomena of the provision of early
education and care for young children in family child care (FCC) programs.
A core dimension that emerged in this study was authentic caring through relational
practice. The nature of care provided in small, family-based settings leads to what Fletcher
(2001) refers to as “growth-in-connection” (p. 31). The intimate relationships fostered in
home-based settings allow for the development of mutually supporting and affirming
interactions between FCC educators, the children, and families they serve. Evidence of this
appears in nearly all the interviews and contributes to the sense of purpose and worth that
FCC educators derive from their work.
Another core dimension that emerged through analysis of the codes was creating space.
This spoke to the intentional preparation and planning FCC educators identified as critical
to their success. There are three contexts for creating space; (a) physical space; (b)
temporal space, and (c) mental space. Educators described numerous strategies they
implemented that enabled them to engage in authentic caring, while preserving their own
wellbeing and motivation. Thus, I propose that there are interrelated co-core dimensions of
authentic caring and creating space that most effectively portray the delivery of
high-quality early education and care in home-based programs.
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Four primary dimensions also emerged providing insight about strategies used and
the characteristics embodied by family child care educators in this study. These included:
(a) cultivating joy; (b) seeking connection and support; (c) good living; and (d) balancing
needs of self and others.
Although most of the narrative was positive, participants framed the challenges
they experienced as an inevitable part of work that is physically, mentally, and emotionally
demanding. When reviewing the codes, it became clear that the very act of developing
mutually affirming relationships through authentic caring was also what caused educators
to extend services and support well beyond the daily education and care for which they
were paid. This will be explored further in the primary dimension of balancing needs of
self and others.
In the following sections, I will focus on each of the co-core dimensions followed
by a discussion of the primary dimensions. Further discussion will address the way that the
global pandemic impacted care for families and livelihoods for educators, disrupting
relationships, causing emotional turmoil, and forcing educators to rethink their approach to
delivering early education and care.
Co-Core Dimension: Authentic Caring
The greatest number of codes in the data referred to love and care. Participants
described their deep commitment to caring not only for the children in their programs, but
also their families. While each participant described their approach to supporting children’s
learning and development, the stories of love and care were most emotionally resonant for
educators. Many participants noted a strong child-centered motivation for engaging in the
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work. Some even referred to their motivation as a calling to care for, educate, and serve
children and families.
Before I started, I wanted to be part of my [son's] education, but I [actually] felt
very strongly led from God to do this work. I just literally felt so strongly, I felt the
calling, almost like a mission; like this was what I want to do. (Participant 11)
Whitaker et al. (2021) found that other-centered motivation for caring enhanced
loving connections among children and adults and contributed to educators’ sense of
meaning in their work. According to Noddings (1996), authentic caring requires
displacement of motivation on the part of the caregiver, engrossment in practice
improvement, and confirmation. Each of these elements appears in the data as
subdimensions of authentic caring: (a) responding to children’s needs; (b) engaging in
dialogue; and (c) improving practice. Participants described the outcomes or consequences
of these actions in terms of the close, enduring relationships they cultivated
with the families they served, the strong sense of satisfaction they derived from their work,
and the confirmation they received from parents. Table 4.1 illustrates the connection
between these social processes within the context of early education and care in homebased settings. Each subdimension will be discussed in the following sections.
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Table 4.1
Co-Core Dimension: Authentic Caring
Context

Conditions

Processes

Consequences

Early education and
care in home-based
settings

Child-centered
motivation

Responding to
children’s needs

Warm, positive,
enduring relationships

Work as calling

Engaging in dialogue

Growth in connection

Improving practice

Increased job
satisfaction and
efficacy

Subdimension: Responding to Children’s Needs
Participants shared that the daily work of meeting the needs of children of multiple
ages is complex and taxing, especially for FCC educators working without an assistant.
Additional responsibilities related to curriculum planning, documentation, communication,
and meal preparation increase the complexity of their work. However, many participants
noted the need to slow down and focus on the emergent needs of the children, no matter
what other tasks they were trying to accomplish.
As we do our activities, if I know where they need extra support, I can build that
into the activity. Of course, most of our activities need to be open-ended; I believe,
in the process, not the product. If I know a child is struggling with learning how to
use scissors [or writing], I can give them the extra attention they need. (Participant
9)
Many educators noted that they engaged children in assisting with tasks and chores that
benefitted the whole group such as meal preparation, clean up, or attending to the needs of other
children in the group, especially the younger children. In doing so, they created a culture that
emphasized the value of responsiveness, trust, and interconnection amongst all members of
their community or second family, as many referenced. The older children in Participant
10’s program were always willing to play with her infant son and she noted that felt
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affirmed and supported by their actions. Participant 8 shared that children often developed
relationships in her program that endured in other places where the children encountered
one another.
I had a parent who [told me], ‘My daughter went to summer camp and saw her
friend and they ran to each other, and they gave each other the biggest, biggest hug,
like they were sisters.’ [The parent shared further] ‘She learned that because of you,
because you taught these kids how to love each other, how to care for each other,
how to be brothers and sisters, even though they're not related. When they see each
other outside, it's like they’re family.’ That is why I do this. (Participant 8)
The sense of collective care and connection not only enhanced participants’
wellbeing and job satisfaction but also had a profound impact on the children they served.
This theme emerged in nearly all the interviews. Love and care are clearly beneficial to
caregivers and care recipients but are often overlooked when defining or assessing quality
in ECE programs. Rouse and Hadley (2018) note that “the current emphasis on measuring
academic achievement [in ECE] leaves little room for love and care that children need to
thrive. Care and love are integral parts of early childhood education” (p. 160). The
strength of relationships in FCC that help children and educators to flourish must be
considered a cornerstone of quality in ECE. Subdimension: Engaging in Dialogue
Many participants listened to children, took the time to meet them where they were,
and engaged them in program planning and problem solving. Often, this type of dialogic
engagement can be transformative for the child. Participant 15 shared a story about a
young girl in her program, who initially presented with challenging behaviors. She
approached this problem with empathy and compassion that helped her to build a trusting
relationship with this child.
There was a child that used to come here. The first day that child came, I had a
paper wall, and she ripped it. And I look[ed] at her, I’m telling you I wasn’t happy,
but I just looked at her. I didn’t say a word [and then I asked] her, ‘Why did you rip
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the wall girl?’ She looked at me [with a] sad face said, ‘Because I’m mad.’ I told
her ‘Those are good words’ and I put my arms around her, and I said, ‘Why are you
mad?’ She said, ‘Because I’m bad.’ I asked her ‘Bad in what way? Who told you
that you’re bad?’ [She replied] ‘Everybody said that I’m bad.’ So, she wants to
show me her reaction. That’s all she’s hearing that she is a bad girl. And I said to
her, ‘Come sit here with me.’ And I talked to her, and I said, ‘Well, I don’t believe
you are a bad girl. But if something is bothering you, you need to talk to me. Tell
me if you’re mad or something. I don’t want you to rip that wall again, okay hun?’
And then, you know what? She was here with me for like a year and a half.
Everybody in the FCC system office knew my relationship with her. She was like
another child to me. (Participant 15)
Participant 10 was also able to build trust with a young girl in her care. The child
was in foster care and presumed by her caseworker to be non-verbal. Participant 10, who is
bilingual, was gentle and persistent in working with this child until the child began
speaking in both Spanish and English. Careful, attentive listening on the part of the
educator was critical to this child’s progress (Thompson, 2009). While the educator was
motivated based upon her desire to help this child, the small setting in FCC allowed her the
time and space to enable this important pedagogical strategy.
Participant 13 observes the children as they play and explores their interests, often
through conversations generated by stories she shares. She considers herself a co-learner in
the educational process, noting “I always learn something new.” She shared that a recent
curriculum unit evolved from one child’s interest in butterflies. This expanded into
listening to Madame Butterfly while the children were wearing large butterfly wings.
Participant 13 noted that she always wants the children to feel a sense of accomplishment
and discovery and prefers to be the person behind the scenes “making the magic happen.”
Listening to children and being attuned to their feelings and needs is critical to allow
educators to adapt as needed throughout the day. It also creates confidence in children
knowing that their ideas are valued and respected.
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Subdimension: Improving Practice
Noddings (1996) notes that “astute carers see that, to meet the needs of a variety of
the cared-fors, they must increase their own skills” (p. 162). Several participants shared
experiences about pursuing their education in early education, noting that they received
support from grants and scholarships offered by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
Many started by completing a Child Development Associate (CDA) certification, finding
the content and the coaching they received to be very helpful in improving their practice.
One participant reflected on her own experience:
If you prepare yourself and you take trainings too, for yourself, then you can teach
the children better. I take a lot of trainings [to prepare myself]. I also have my CDA.
I have a Bachelor’s in early childhood education too. [I find time] at night. I always
take courses from seven to eight, seven to nine. (Participant 3)
Participant 2 shared that a mentor she met through her CDA become a lifelong
friend and colleague who gave her the confidence she needed to become a better educator.
“I think her telling me over the years that, ‘You’re doing a great job, and you’re there for
the kids and you’re there for the parents,’ finally stuck and made me realize that I’m here
for everyone.” Other participants took courses over several years and expressed tremendous
pride and gratitude for the support they received:
I’m grateful to [the MA Department of Early Education and Care] for getting my
college education, my BA at [Local] State College. It only took me 15 years. If
anyone ever had told me I’d be in school for 15 years, I’d say, ‘no way,’ but I did.
Every semester, I took a course and slow and steady wins the race. Oh, I was in
tears the day I graduated. (Participant 13)
Participant 13 also recommended that there should be greater recognition for FCC
educators who complete these important educational milestones, sharing that she sent
invitations to her graduation ceremony to the Governor of Massachusetts and President
Obama. She felt an obligation to thank them for the support she received through
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scholarships and programs that helped her achieve this significant goal. Although she did
not expect either to respond, she felt honored when she received formal congratulatory
letters from each. She noted that acknowledging these important accomplishments should
be a more regular occurrence to motivate other FCC educators to continue their education
and improve their skills.
Many participants shared that continuing education kept them motivated and helped
them find connection with others who shared their interests. The benefit of professional
networks and associations is further elaborated in the primary dimension of seeking
connection and support later in this discussion.
Authentic caring was achieved not only through serendipity but through careful
planning enacted by FCC educators. This intentional preparation to establish boundaries
and parameters for the work that FCC educators do is discussed in the next section,
followed by an examination of the primary dimensions that emerged in this study. These
primary dimensions identify the strategies that FCC educators used to successfully
navigate this complex work.
Co-Core Dimension: Creating Space
Creating space also emerged as one of two core dimensions in this study. The
definition of space applies within multiple contexts, not only the physical premises where
caretaking occurs, but also the temporal context or duration of care, and the emotional or
mental space that FCC educators create within their hearts and minds as they educate, love,
and care for other people’s children. Participants in this study were thoughtful and
intentional in the way they structured their approach within each of these contexts.
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Table 4.2 provides an overview along with the subdimensions and consequences that
emerged in the participants’ narratives.
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Table 4.2
Co-Core Dimension: Creating Space
Context

Conditions

Processes

Consequences

Physical space

Welcoming
environment

Putting parents at
ease

Parents as partners

Temporal space

Mental Space

Sharing space with
Homelike
environments indoors own family
and outdoors
Establishing separate
child care space

Own family sees the
value and impact of
the work

Supporting children’s
need for exploration,
interaction, and
belonging

Children are engaged
and reflect growth
and learning

Balancing needs of
families served with
own family

Flexibility that
families need

Communicating with
confidence and
compassion

Reasonable
boundaries

Being organized

Ability to manage
multiple tasks and
priorities

Time for renewal

Making time for
personal care,
professional growth,
and relaxation

Resilience, renewal,
and recommitment to
the work

Emotional impact of
deep connections

Experiencing love
and joy

Affirmation and
reward for the work

Experiencing grief
and loss

Reflection and
support

Hours of care

Ability to separate
private and public
spheres

Children gain
empathy through
connection with
others of different
ages
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By creating space and setting the terms of care, educators experienced more control
over all aspects of program operation. Many expressed pride about how that contributed to
overall quality and enabled them to maintain balance between the competing demands in
their programs. Withing the context of physical space, FCC educators created welcoming,
homelike learning environments. The subdimensions identified within this context
included: (a) putting parents at ease; (b) sharing space with own family; (c) establishing
separate child care space; and (d) supporting children’s needs for exploration, interaction,
and belonging.
Under the context of temporal space, FCC educators established the hours they
worked and made time for renewal. The subdimensions identified were: (a) balancing
needs of families served with own family; (b) being organized; (c) communicating with
confidence and compassion; and (d) making time for personal care, professional
growth, and relaxation.
Finally, the context of mental space revealed subdimensions related to the impact of
the deep personal connections educators shared with the children and families in their
program. These subdimensions included experiencing love and joy as well as grief and loss.
Each of these subdimensions will be elaborated along with the consequences that
participants identified.
Context: Physical Space
Fletcher (1999) notes that the separation of work into public and private spheres is a
social construction. Work in the public sphere is conducted for instrumental gain, is time
span defined, and produces a tangible outcome or good. Skills required to perform this
work, presumed to be complex, are taught. On the contrary, work conducted in the private
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sphere focuses on emotion, caring, and social supports. These traits, often associated with
“idealized femininity” (Fletcher, 1999, p. 166), requires skills that are presumed to be
innate for women, whereas the work is deemed to lack complexity. For FCC educators,
public and private spheres overlap since their work (for compensation) is conducted within
their home. Following Fletcher’s premise, this construct leads to the devaluing of the
critical components of relational practice that is prevalent in home-based settings and likely
contributes to the lack of professional status and equitable compensation given to FCC
educators.
The location of care (or work) is a significant differentiator between family child
care and child care programs that operate in commercial or institutional settings. Tuominen
(2003) notes that:
unlike other forms of paid work, most of which are organized and provided in the
context of the formal market economy, family child care is organized and provided
in the context of families. For the majority of paid workers, the workplace is
separate from home and family but that is not the case for family child care
providers. (p. 21)
Home-based settings are smaller, more intimate, and familiar, and less formal than
other spaces located in child care centers or public schools. This creates less distance
between the educator and the families they serve, which is a benefit, but can also blur
boundaries between their work and home responsibilities. Educators have strong
relationships with families in their program and often extend supports that might be offered
to an extended family member. This demonstrates the strong sense of community that
emerges in home-based ECE settings.
Participant 2 shared a story about how she supported a family impacted by a powerful
storm that hit the area.
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When we had the tornado that went through and people lost power for weeks, I had
a family with two little girls come and stay with me. Because they had no power,
they had no heat or water, so I said, ‘Please come and stay with me. Don’t go pay
for a hotel room. I have plenty of room.’ They stayed with me for about four days
until the power went back on at their house. Like they say, ‘it takes a village to raise
a child’ and I feel that’s exactly right. (Participant 2)
This story demonstrates the deep emotional bond that develops through the shared
commitment to the wellbeing of children in care.
Subdimension: Putting Parents at Ease. Establishing space and time to engage
parents during drop-off and pick-up strengthens connections and underscores the
commitment of educators to serve not only the children, but also their families.
I have a system in place … during drop-off time. I offer coffee to the parents and
also … breakfast for them. Sometimes they left home in a hurry, they don’t even
have a coffee, and I offer coffee and some donuts for the parent to come and dropoff, and also have a chit-chat with the parents; see what happened last night and the
last day what’s going on. (Participant 1)
The consequences of these deliberate actions were to establish parents as partners in the
care and education of their children. Participants were especially mindful of this when
raising concerns, they observed that were impacting children’s development, such as
neurological concerns or speech delays. Educators made it a priority to engage with
parents, building trust and fostering partnerships to support young children.
I had a parent that registered her child in my program and right off when I heard
him speak, I could tell [something wasn’t right]. And I said to the mother after a
month or so, and she said something to me, ‘When he was 15 months, the
pediatrician said the same thing to me and I said to the pediatrician, ‘Oh no,
nothing’s wrong with him, he’s fine, he’s going to be fine.’ I said, ‘No please
follow up.’ And she did and he is [speaking] fluently now. (Participant 19)
I work with the parents when I start getting concerned. I encourage them to come
in. ‘Let’s talk about it. Let’s come up with some ideas.’ Sometimes parents are
resistant [so] I say, ‘Maybe, you’d need to talk to your pediatrician, get the child
screened.’ Some families are quick to do that. Some take quite a while, but
eventually, I feel like it works out. (Participant 9)
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Subdimension: Sharing Space with Own Family. FCC educators often negotiate
sharing child care space with their own families, but many have created space that is solely
dedicated to child care within their homes. They strive to create a space that is comfortable,
clean, welcoming, and supportive of the learning goals within the program. Half of the
participants in this study had separate, dedicated space for their program and identified that
as a significant benefit while others loved having the children present throughout their
home.
Every inch of this house is shared. We have three bedrooms here and every
bedroom has had a crib in it for almost 25 years. This is a real family. Sometimes I
have to take some laundry out of the dryer, and they see me doing that. That’s what
people do to get things done every day. (Participant 7)
My living room, dining room, and kitchen [get] turned into a home daycare. We
convert the space as the day goes along. My kids are younger, so we do a lot of
reading, drawing, coloring, and things like that. It’s not a very fancy setup. At the
end of the day, everything disappears. (Participant 14)
Subdimension: Establishing Separate Child Care Space. Being able to create a
boundary between work and home was articulated as the primary advantage of have a
separate space for child care. Educators who owned their homes were more often able to set
aside space solely for child care use.
I have my own space, which I particularly love. I do share my kitchen, but besides
that, I think what makes is better for me is at the end of the day, I can close the door,
everything is done, everything is set up for the next day. …It makes it more
businesslike. (Participant 13)
One of the reasons I’ve been so happy, and content is [having the lower level
dedicated to child care]. It’s very open. It’s all separate. At the end of the day, I
walk up the stairs and leave it all behind. I have a very big glass slider door and lots
of windows. I can even have a couch, which is all about family child care, right?
(Participant 9)
I really love what I do. I know how to separate work and home. I live upstairs and I
work downstairs. I know how to clock out and still, if I’m upstairs and a parent
calls, to pick that hat up and to put it back on. To keep that balance, that really
keeps me motivated. (Participant 17)
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Daily involvement of the educators’ own family was associated with increased job
satisfaction and pride, whether it was their older children, grandchildren, or spouse. One
FCC educator shared that her own children, who were remote learning over the past year,
made time to come downstairs during their breaks to read and play with the child care
children. These interactions made her feel connected to and supported by her own family,
while doing the work she loves.
I’ve been doing this since [my children] were born, so they’re part of it. My
daughter sometimes helps me out during the summer. She’ll do arts and crafts,
make lunches for me, she’ll do the cleaning up. So much that parents have asked
her to babysit for them now. She has experience and she has a connection [with the
children]. (Participant 8)
Subdimension: Supporting Children’s Need for Exploration, Interaction, and
Belonging. FCC educators purposefully create indoor learning environments to support
children’s need for exploration, interaction, and belonging. Many of the participants shared
that grants and training they received helped them to set up spaces with a range of
educational materials to serve a wide span of ages. They also reflected on the importance
of keeping homelike elements (sofas, rugs, plants, etc.) in the children’s space.
My areas I set it up like the science area, blocks area. I have so many materials that
they can be involved and free play though the day, through the morning. They’re
not going to be bored. They’re playing and learning at the same time. (Participant
3)
The physical environment definitely plays a role [in the success of the program]. I
think have learning centers where kids can work alone or together as a group [is
important]. My FCC system has given me access to a lot of grants. I’ve gotten
some really beautiful materials and furniture and that all contributes to a good
program. (Participant 9)
Smaller family-style groupings enabled interaction between children of different ages
and helped children to build empathy and compassion.
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We’ve never had separate spaces [for different ages]. That’s the thing I like about
family size. It’s your second family; it’s your second home and we treat it as such.
Little kids are your siblings. They going to get into your stuff. So, I’ve really tried
hard not to separate ages. I didn’t do it with my own kids, so I don’t do it with them.
(Participant 7)
I love mixed ages. That’s really important to me, and I think in our society in
America, we’re losing that. [It’s] really important that children have peers and learn
from each other, and [that] they’re socially engaged. (Participant 13)
I value the whole mixed age group [because] children aren't born with empathy and
compassion. I think they really need to be put into experiences to develop that
wholeheartedly. I see that in family child care because they have to learn to tolerate
the babies. The babies have to learn to tolerate the big kids. So, there's such an
emotional component there that I never got to see …. in center-based programs.
(Participant 6)
Many programs also create outdoor spaces to serve as an extension of their learning
environment. All participants noted that outdoor play was essential for the children’s wellbeing,
as well at their own, noting that many parents are now seeking nature-based learning
opportunities for their children. One program identified that the majority of program time
was spent outdoors in all weather. Children had the freedom to explore and learned to selfregulate. Several people are looking specifically for a nature-based program.
We’re outside [all day] with the exception of our afternoon meal and rest. Now that
we spend most of our time outside, behavior issues are not [as] prevalent. The
culture that we try to create is one of kindness. I think that it’s so much easier when
we’re outside, breathing fresh air, we have a little bit of elbow room … we can run
and feel the wind. (Participant 11)
Families were often involved in creating and maintaining outdoors spaces such as gardens.
I take the lead from the kids. We do a garden. So, we do everything from everybody
gets outside and digs up the ground, to planting the plants. We go to the store and
figure out what seeds we were going to buy and what plants. We have the parents
come over. I have a dad that would rototill the garden and paint the little fence we
had around it. So, it was a community project in the backyard. The dad still comes
every year to help even though his kids aren’t here anymore. (Participant 2)
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Programs located in urban areas often had less than optimal outdoor spaces but
utilized local parks to augment their outdoor time and often used the transition between the
program and park to explore the neighborhood.
I walk with them. We have a rope; everyone gets their own spot. I’m going in the
front and my assistant is in the back with the stroller with two babies. We walk the
neighborhood, talk to the neighbors. They sing songs and they know the sign of the
street. They love it. It’s ... a teachable moment for them. (Participant 1)
Experienced educators explained that they had a supply of children’s outdoor gear to increase
children’s comfort in all-weather outdoor play.
I have rain suits for all the kids, so I don’t expect their parents to provide that. I also
don’t want any excuses for children that can’t go outside. [In the winter], I have a
bazillion mittens. I bring out a whole bucket of them and [if] anybody’s got wet
mittens, we just switch them up. (Participant 11)
Everything is possible outside that we do inside. I have to buy [children] clothes to
be able to take them outside because their parents don’t bring the right clothing.
Some cultures don’t dress according to the weather. So, they don’t have boots, they
don’t have gloves, they don’t have warm hats. (Participant 16)
One participant noted that she also worked with parents to identify parameters allowing
children to take acceptable risks. Children then come to understand that the educator and
parent are aligned in their expectations.
I do believe in …. letting them make obstacle courses and the risk factor. I watch
them playing and I’ll say, ‘Would that be a little hurt or a big hurt?’ Because if they
want to pile all the bikes on top of each other and climb on them, how big would
the fall be? It takes supervision and letting them explore. When the parents come to
pick up, I’ll say to the parents, ‘How do you feel about what your child is doing
right now?’ I try to get a feeling for the parents. I do respect their opinions. I’ll use
that with the child once in a while. ‘Let’s wait a bit longer until your mom feels
okay about that.’ (Participant 9)
Participants exhibited significant creativity and intentionality in the way they
constructed their physical program space. They used their space to reflect their program’s
educational philosophy, to support children’s emerging skills, and to define or delineate the
connection between their professional and personal lives. Effective use and organization of
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the physical program space contributed to increased sense of control over the conditions of
the work under which FCC educators operate. Curbow et al. (2000) note that having control
to adapt and change in the face of high demands increases job motivation and satisfaction.
The stories shared in this study support that premise. FCC educators were also thoughtful
and intentional in determining the hours they dedicated each day to supporting their
program operation. These elements are discussed in the following section.
Context: Temporal Space
As independent business owners and operators, FCC educators noted the critical
importance of managing temporal boundaries within their programs. Analysis of the
interviews identified four subdimensions within this context: (a) balancing needs of
families served with own family; (b) being organized; (c) communicating with confidence
and compassion, and (d) making time for personal care, professional growth, and
relaxation.
FCC educators reported working long hours to meet the needs of the families they serve.
In addition to the time spent with children, they reflected on the amount of time needed to
prepare meals and activities for children as well as clean and reset the program each day. In
some cases, this translated to working 12 hours each day, five days per week.
Subdimension: Balancing Needs of Families Served with Own Family. Some
educators opened at 6:30 am or before, which necessitated waking up as early as 4:00 am to
prepare. Most programs closed at 4:00 pm or 5:00 pm each day. At that time, educators
pivoted to caring for their own families. Setting boundaries with families about drop off and
pick up time was a strategy that allowed educators to maintain balance, although some
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reported making exceptions for families who needed extended care at the beginning or end
of the day.
My hours are from 6:30 am to 4:30 pm, but I have a family that needs me right now
that they keep coming a bit before six. If it would have been someone new, I would
have probably said no, but it’s someone [for whom] things changed, the same job. I
do change. Not in the afternoon because in the afternoon, later at night, I have my
own routine. It’s hard for me to change. (Participant 12)
In this case, the educator agreed to help because she had a relationship with this
parent. It's clear from this story that as relationships deepen, it can sometimes be
challenging to set a boundary and say no. This educator was able to firmly maintain her
boundary at the end of the day so that she had time to support the needs of her own family.
Subdimension: Being Organized. This was identified as a critical strategy to allow
FCC educators to manage all the tasks required for the daily operation of their programs.
You have to be organized and I’m very consistent. I do everything the night before
[so I have] everything ready to go. I don’t even open my door if I haven’t planned.
Are you kidding me? Children know. (Participant 13)
This underscores the need for educators to be fully engaged and engrossed in the care of
children throughout the day, which limits their ability to complete any tasks unrelated to
direct caring unless they are working with an assistant.
Subdimension: Communicating with Confidence and Compassion. One educator,
with over 25 years of experience, shared that she reduced the number of days that she was
open each week to only four days. This allowed her a full day to attend to personal,
administrative, and operational needs of the program, and enabled her to pursue other
interests such as coaching and training other FCC educators. Colleagues told her that she
would never be able to fill her program, but she found that many parents did not need care
five days per week. This clear and direct communication was important when enrolling
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families whose need for care was a good match with the way she chose to structure her
program.
Many participants noted that when they first started, they enrolled anyone who
called looking for care. As they gained experience, however, they realized the importance
of interviewing and assessing families’ needs to ensure that there was a good match for
their program.
There’s a lot of things I didn't know when I first started. I think my biggest thing
what I tell people when they’re starting daycare for the first time, don’t grab the first
family you see, because you want to fill your spot. I have learned to pause, do a
couple of interviews with different families, have them meet me and see how they
feel about me and my program. (Participant 8)
This participant noted the importance of understanding each family’s needs and how she
would or would not be able to meet those needs. The experience gained, sometimes from
negative experiences, gave participants the confidence they needed to enroll, not any
children, but children whose needs they could support. This discernment gave them a
greater sense of control over their program operation.
Subdimension: Making Time for Personal Care, Professional Growth, and
Relaxation. FCC educators face competing demands throughout the day.
There’s a lot of stress on us to get things done, to have a curriculum, to get the
progress reports done, to do more of that stuff when it’s very difficult. There’s no
need to tell you how many hats we wear. We are the librarian, the janitor, the nurse,
the cook, and especially during COVID, wow! (Participant 4)
Taking unplanned time off was not an option for most educators, so setting
reasonable but responsive parameters about hours and days of care improved their sense of
control and increased job satisfaction. Engaging assistants or substitutes was a strategy that
supported many educators in taking time off. However, participants noted that that it was a
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challenge to find and maintain qualified assistants to support program continuity. This led
many educators to work at a capacity that did not require the presence of an assistant.
Participant 8 recommended that FCC educators prioritize time for their own wellbeing and advised caregivers “to remember that when [you] start feeling a little burned out
or exhausted to say, ‘I’m taking my day off. I need my day off.’” She also noted the
importance of making time to meet the needs of her own children rather than focusing
solely on the child care work. Participant 19 noted that she made self-care a priority:
Whenever I have a free weekend, I head down to Cape (Cod) on Friday afternoon,
and I don’t come back until Sunday. I take walks too. I’m in a women’s walking
club. We walk and exercise every Wednesday, which is good. (Participant 19)
Educators affiliated with a family child care system, serving children with tuition
subsidies, were more likely to report regular paid time off for holidays, vacation, and
training days throughout the year. Other participants serving families who paid tuition
directly were often ambivalent charging families for closure days, citing that they knew
parents had to pay for alternate care on those days. Some educators took closure days into
account when setting monthly rates for the entire year and conveyed that to parents when
they enrolled.
One participant was currently on paid family medical leave, a new benefit in
Massachusetts for educators serving children with subsidies. This allowed her to take an
extended break to attend to her own health issues while still receiving payment.
Unfortunately, this option is not available for educators serving only private fee families.
Context: Mental Space
Participants are clearly impacted by the deep emotional connections they make with
children. They identified this connection as genuine love, although they understood that

114
they did not usurp the parents’ role. Rather, they were mindful of boundaries and articulated
that the child had two families: one at school and another at home. Educators described
feeling affirmed by the affection children displayed and conveyed the distress associated
when children left for the day or inevitably moved on from the program.
I had a little boy who was with me until sixth grade. One day he was very sick, and
he just didn’t feel well. I had been taking care of him for four years before that. I sat
down with him giving him cold compresses and he said, “Miss Participant 13, you
really care about me. You’re sitting with me and putting ice packs on me, and
you’re making sure I feel okay.” It was such a beautiful moment for a young man, a
little boy, to say that to me. (Participant 13)
Another participant shared the emotional impact of seeing children graduate from the
program even though they knew that this departure was anticipated.
This is the day we suffer the most. After five years of taking care of kids, they leave.
You take care of them like as your own child. Sometimes it’s hard to disconnect.
You have to keep yourself in your mind and say, “It’s not your child”. You have to
work with them [but] sooner or later, they’re going to leave. (Participant 1)
Noddings (1984) states that an “attitude of warm acceptance and trust is important
in all caring relationships. It is clear that caring is completed in all relationships through the
apprehension of caring by the one-cared for” (p. 65). Some educators reported that the
connection they shared with children was also evident when they saw children in the
community outside of their program. Others shared that hearing from children or parents
after leaving the program was affirming. Many indicated that they received invitations to
participate in milestone events for children, such as graduations, weddings, etc., long after
children had moved on.
[The first child I had is] graduating high school. I still get pictures and I still get
invites to go over for the graduation. Just to see that, that I’m still part of their
family [is rewarding]. With many of my families that have gone, I still get that
Christmas card or get a simple text like, ‘[Miss Participant 8], we’re thinking about
you. I hope you and the kids are okay’ or ‘we miss you; we have’'t stopped thinking
about you, and the kids are growing so big.’ (Participant 8)
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This deep emotional connection was particularly evident when educators described
their interactions with vulnerable children, especially those involved with the Department
of Children and Families. Participants shared that they were often the most consistent,
trustworthy adult in the child’s life but had no legal standing to influence decisions about
the child’s placement or the child’s home life.
I believe I have helped many kids. I have one … that was my first client, and she
was in foster [care] at the time. She was going from family to family, but I was the
only person that she knew … like a family, because she never moved from my
daycare. I was pretty much her only family for three years. Now she is back with
her family, but she is still with me. (Participant 12)
One educator stated that she considered fostering a child after she found out that he had
been abused by his own family. When she learned about the situation the child experienced,
how he acted out, and that he was going to be removed from his foster home and placed in a
group home she was devastated. She could no longer have contact with the child, even as a
mentor because she had no legal standing.
I think that in my 20 years that I’ve been a Pre-K educator, it was the worst day. It
was heart wrenching [to hear about what happened to him]. It was beyond heart
wrenching. So, I had to go and talk with someone [therapist]. I would go to sleep
every night just crying and telling my husband, ‘We should take him’ because you
feel like you can save every kid. My husband said, ‘You are too attached … too
involved. You’re with children 10 hours a day and then you’ll be with children all
day, all night. You will get burnt out. You’re doing more than you should be
doing.’ And I felt like nothing was enough.
Nothing was ever enough. (Participant 5)
Another educator became very emotional when she shared a similar story about a young
girl placed in her program, who initially presented as non-verbal.
The [FCC] agency [wasn’t] sure if she spoke Spanish or English because she was
very timid and come to find out she spoke both. She just didn’t want to speak to
certain people. That child had a place in my heart. She’s the reason I do this. Poor
thing, her foster parents weren’t very nice. The things she told me … were just so
sad that a 4-year- old would have to go through something like [that]. On her last
day, I literally just got a phone call that day, and said, ‘Oh, she going to go with her
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dad, who she’s never met, but he got custody.’ I called the social worker, but she
wasn’t allowed to give me any information. I’m like, ‘I just want to know if she’s
okay.’ I wasn’t allowed to get her address or anything like that. I was just cut off.
(Participant 10)
Charon (1996) shares that caregivers often bear the burden of the suffering they
observe but that meaningful connection with the one suffering can be truly transformative
for both. The most powerful response to suffering is compassion, that ability to experience
with someone else what he or she is suffering and to accompany another on a journey of
suffering. A compassionate witness will be able to recognize the pain in another and
thereby act on behalf of the one suffering (Charon, 1996, p. 298).
However, even with the deep emotional connection they share, FCC educators may
lack the agency or authority to alleviate the suffering of the most at-risk children they serve,
forcing them to bear that burden alone. In addition to having opportunities for closure,
networking with colleagues or speaking with other professionals would be helpful for FCC
educators who provide the love and care most needed by vulnerable children. Social service
agencies and family child care systems who facilitate placements for these children should
be intentional about putting supports in place.
Acknowledging that sorrow and joy are opposite ends of the emotional spectrum,
Participant 16 shared that even after caring for over 35 years: “You never forget a child that
has been part of your life. I don’t care how many children come through your door; you
remember all of them.” Philosopher Khalil Gibran (1923) frames this dichotomy perfectly.
When you are joyous, look deep into your heart and you shall find it is only that
which has given you sorrow that is giving you joy. When you are sorrowful look
again in your heart, and you shall see that in truth you are weeping for that which
has been your delight. (Gibran, 1923, p. 29)
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Family child care educators open their homes and hearts to children. They cultivate
deeply personal relationships with the families and children they serve and in doing so
make themselves vulnerable to grief and heartache. Yet they continue to serve with love
and compassion that comes from a deep sense of commitment to their work and an
understanding of the positive impact they make in children’s lives. When asked to offer
advice for new FCC educators entering the field, Participant 7 summed it up perfectly: “If
you want to feel like you’ve done a great job at the end of the day, if you value children,
this is a good job for you. You have to value children. You have to be delighted.”
Evidence of genuine love and care expressed in the relationship between educators
and the families they serve is very prevalent in home-based settings. It gives FCC
educators tremendous satisfaction, knowing that they create community and make a
difference in children’s lives.
I love the kids. I love seeing the kids out and about with their parents. I like seeing
the community that I feel I’ve built around myself. I've met so many nice families. I
have people that come back whose kids don't even come here anymore. They tell
me, “You’re the grandma that my kids don’t have. You will always be a part of my
family.” I get Christmas cards from the families. I think it’s the community that
I’ve built around myself that makes this job so rewarding. (Participant 2)
Once space was created to support these important elements of their programs,
experienced educators used a range of strategies to achieve authentic caring. These
strategies are explained through three primary dimensions: (a) cultivating joy; (b) seeking
connection and support; and (c) good living. An additional primary dimension illuminated
the impact of this work on educators’ health and well-being: (d) balancing needs of self
and others. The choices associated with the latter represent opposite ends of the spectrum
affecting educators’ sense of worth and well-being and are correlated to the educators’
ability and/or willingness to maintain boundaries associated with meeting the needs of
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others versus meeting their own needs. These will be discussed in the following sections.
Primary Dimension: Cultivating Joy
The stories shared by FCC educators in this study were ladened with direct and
indirect references to joy. This was expressed through the careful planning that enabled
children to investigate and find delight in activities and in the gratification, they
experienced by engaging with children and observing the impact of these experiences. The
subdimensions identified here are: (a) looking forward to the work; (b) setting the stage for
learning and exploration; (c) preparing and sharing food; and (d) adapting and responding
to children’s emergent interests and needs. The outcomes noted by participants include
knowing that their work is gratifying, seeing children flourish, and experiencing growth in
transformation. Table 4.3 offers the analysis that emerged from the codes associated with
these experiences.
Table 4.3
Primary Dimension: Cultivating Joy
Context

Conditions

Processes

Consequences

Joyful engagement
with children

Child-centered
motivation

Looking forward to
the work

Work is gratifying

Careful planning

Setting the stage for
learning and
exploration

Children flourish

Preparing and
sharing food
Adapting and
responding to
children’s emergent
interests and needs

Experiencing love
and transformation in
connection
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Subdimension: Looking Forward to the Work. Participants shared that they love
working with young children and eagerly anticipate the start of each new week.
I love my job. I’m very fortunate, I’m one of those people that feels very fortunate.
Sunday night, I’m all excited, and my husband is like, ‘Why are you so excited?’
I’m like, [I’ll] see the kids tomorrow, it’s great.’ He goes, ‘You’re the only person I
know whose Monday is better than their Friday’. I’m going to tear up, because it’s
an emotional job, and I love it. (Participant 4)
Participant 11 also told me, “I love what I do. I get up in the morning and I’m like, ‘This is
going to be another great day.’ Every day is a great day. You have challenges, absolutely,
but the days are good.”
All the participants described a child-centered motivation for engaging in the work,
noting that if you don’t love and value children, the work will not be sustainable. When
child care was forced to close due to a global pandemic, educators described feeling
devasted and lost. This will be further elaborated in another section within this chapter.
Subdimension: Setting the Stage for Learning and Exploration. FCC educators
position themselves as learners and explorers alongside the children, constantly looking for
interesting things that inspire wonder and delight in children. At times, activities include
parents to help them reconnect with their own sense of childhood wonder.
I want [children] to learn to love the land, to respect when the sun comes up, the
moon, the stars. I have a night when I invite my parents and we sit under the stars. I
have a huge telescope and we all look at the stars. They love that. [It] brings you
back to your own childhood. Parents have to be reminded of that sometimes. We’ll
try to catch fireflies in the summer. Most of the time they don’t catch them, but you
can still see that beauty of the firefly. Parents will say, “Miss [Participant 13], I
forgot about fireflies.’ How wonderful is that? (Participant 13)
I watch the kids to see what they’re interested in. We spend a lot of time outside.
We spend a lot of time at the park. So, I built a mud kitchen because they like to
play in the mud. So, I found some palettes. I went to the second-hand store and
bought a lot of pots and pans. They like to play music. So, I took a lot of musical
instruments and we set up an area outside with a little stage area for them to
perform for the other kids. It’s just, I take my cues from the kids. (Participant 2)
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Participant 4 explained that learning takes place throughout the day and that she capitalizes on
conversations with children no matter what they are doing:
Every single minute of your day is a learning thing, and we just talk about that. And
there's math in everything you do. We count everything, count, count, count, count.
And I talk about your stuff, ‘Well, if I took one away.’ We don’t call it math, but we
do addition, subtraction and multiplication like, ‘Hey, if you guys all sit there and
you sit here, look it, there’s two groups of three, three-six! Three times two is six.’
That’s what I do in the course of a day. (Participant 4)
Subdimension: Preparing and Sharing Food. Finding joy in daily rituals and
routines sustains both the ones-caring and the cared-for. Noddings (1984) notes that “joy
often accompanies a realization of our relatedness. It is the special affect that arises out of
the receptivity of caring, and it represents a major reward for the one-caring” (p. 132). This
includes cooking together, sharing meals, and other celebrations that are so prevalent in
FCC programs. Noddings (1984) further states that the “celebration of daily experiences
provides opportunities for engrossment, for complete involvement in living … and induces
joy.” (p. 126)
Food, it’s a very good way to teach children, and we serve home meals. Some of
them don’t like to eat [but] when they see somebody eating, they will try it and start
to like that food. Parents came and said, ‘Wow, I never cook that kind of food.’ I
give some recipes to the parents; they make it at home. The kids eat, also the parents
love it too. (Participant 1)
One participant noted the importance of modeling for young parents and how she provided
indirect guidance to help them manage their parenting roles with greater success.
I love teen parents because I felt that I had a great input with them. I could help
them. I usually have them come in and read with the kids, with me and I give them a
learning library with them. I give the kids homework so that they can learn how to
deal with their children. Some even watch me cook because they don't know how to
prepare meals. So, I feel that I can help them more because their parents, if they live
in with their mom, don’t [always] have the time. (Participant 16)
The majority of participants provided several meals and snacks for children each
day. This necessitates a great deal of planning, coordination, and patience but they stress
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how much children learn from sharing meals together. Many participants serving children
in economically disadvantaged communities receive subsidies from a federal food program
that emphasizes sound nutrition for young children. This is a great resource but adds a layer
of compliance and administrative work that some educators felt was not worth the effort.
Subdimension: Adapting and Responding to Children’s Emerging Interests
and Needs. Participants shared so many stories about how they adapted their curriculum
and activities to match children’s interests and needs. They accomplished this by being
present and engaged with children throughout the day. Noddings (1984) notes that
relatedness increases motivation for learning, stating that “the child, as one cared-for, will
often respond with interest to challenges proffered by the one-caring, if the one-caring is
loved and trusted by the child” (p. 64). Experienced educators had a repertoire of activities
and materials on hand to enable this responsive approach. Fletcher (2001) refers to these
relational interactions as growth-fostering and notes that they are characterized by mutual
empathy, empowerment, and a sense of responsibility to contribute to the growth of
another.
A couple of weeks ago, it was just a sad day. [A child’s] great grandmother, passed
away, which we knew was happening, but she was feeling sad. And [another child’s
dog] got put to sleep, and … it was just a hard time. So, we were talking about what
are you doing when you’re having a hard time. And then one of them said, ‘Miss
Participant 11, what do you do? and I said ‘Well, a nice cup of tea usually does it
for me’ and they’re like, ‘Huh?’ And I said, ‘Well, what do you think, should we
have a nice cup of tea?’, and they were like, ‘Yes.’ So, I just made herbal tea with
hot water and sugar and blueberry tea bags, and we sat outside and drank warm
blueberry tea. And yes, it made everything much better. That was my solution.
(Participant 11)
Interactions like these contributed to educators’ sense of gratification in their work.
They reflected on the privilege of playing a significant part in a child’s growth and
development.
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Participant 3 stated:
[The joy is in] the pleasure of working with those children. Sometimes they come in
here so little babies and then I raise them. They’ve been here for the infant through
preschooler and then raising them, showing them, educating them, loving them. To
me, it’s very precious. (Participant 3)
When asked how much longer she would be working in the field, Participant 15
could not say and shared that the work of family child care “is like medicine to me.”
Participant 11 noted that she loved hearing from former students that came back to visit,
especially when they shared a memory of an activity or interaction that left a lasting
impression. It is clear that the love and joy that educators cultivate through careful planning
and responsive interactions with the children they serve is a source of professional pride
and contributes to the educators’ overall
well-being.
The next primary dimension that emerged is related to the unique context of homebased child care programs and the adaptive strategies FCC educators used to overcome the
challenges they encounter in managing the demands of their work.
Primary Dimension: Seeking Connection and Support
Some of the challenges identified by FCC educators are related to the context of
their work environment that provides little or no opportunity to engage with other adults or
colleagues throughout the day. The location of care is situated in their home, which makes
their daily caregiving efforts invisible to parents and others in the field. Poster et al. (2016)
identify that “work that is not seen is not valued, either symbolically or materially.” And
further state that “if workers themselves do not see their efforts as valuable work, they are
less likely to organize, appeal for public support, or challenge their working conditions
through the legal system” (p. 5). In addition, because there is often no separation between
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their home and work spheres, being successful in this context requires the support of their
own family and household members.
The stories shared by educators in this study reveal a range of actions that help
overcome some of these critical barriers. The subdimensions identified include: (a)
participating in professional associations; (b) utilizing technology to facilitate connection,
(c) receiving and appreciating support; (d) being recognized as a peer by teachers and
public schools within the community; and (e) belonging to informal and formal FCC networks.
The positive consequences associated with these intentional actions were described as feeling
valued and validated by not only parents, but also teachers and administrators in primary school
settings within their communities. Educators were creative about using technology to give parents
insight into what their child was learning throughout the day. Technology mediated the connection
to other FCC educators and provided a forum for problem-solving and collaboration. Participants
also expressed pride that their own children and family members understood and valued their work
and often contributed to their efforts. The components of this dimension are shown in Table 4.4 and
will be explained in the following sections.
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Table 4.4
Primary Dimension: Seeking Connection and Support
Context

Conditions

Processes

Consequences

Invisible labor

Lack of affirmation
and acknowledgment

Participating in
professional
associations

Recognition for
meeting national
quality standards

Being recognized as
a peer by teachers
and public schools
within the
community
Utilizing technology
to facilitate
connection

Validation in being
seen as an educator

Connection between
families and daily
activities

Public/private
spheres overlap

Need support from
own family

Receiving and
appreciating support

Valuing the work

Working in isolation
from other adults

Limited time to
engage with other
professionals

Belonging to
informal and formal
FCC networks

Opportunities to
collaborate and
problem-solve with
colleagues
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Subdimension: Participating in Professional Associations. FCC educators want
to be viewed as equal partners in early care and education with professional standing
equivalent to early educators in center-based programs as well as primary and secondary
school teachers. While connecting with others who share their experience is valuable, they feel
that integrating FCC into the broader field of early childhood educators is critical to elevate the
status of family child care within the early care and education profession. Participant 13 advocates
that FCC educators need to show up in places where input is being sought to inform policies
affecting their work, even though it can be challenging to learn about these opportunities. As a
board member for the Massachusetts Association for the Education of Young Children, she advises
against segregating FCC educators in subgroups or committees within professional associations
suggesting that doing so subjugates FCC to a lower professional status. Further, Participant 13 notes
the importance of making funds available through grants to enable FCC educators to take advantage
of membership in professional associations like the National Association of Family Child Care or
the National Association for the Education of Young Children.

A lot of us couldn’t afford right now to go to conferences, couldn’t afford NAFCC,
couldn’t afford NAEYC. So, we need to make sure that people can afford [to
belong]. Make sure people can afford to go [to conferences]. [It’s important to
consider] the equity of it. (Participant 13)
Many participants found that external supports offered through professional
associations helped them to improve their practice and validate the quality of their
program. These include accreditation from the National Association of Family Child Care
(NAFCC) and the Child Development Associate (CDA) offered by the Council for
Professional Recognition. Participant 9 made the ongoing investment of money and time
needed to maintain both her CDA and her national accreditation.
I think the QRIS and the [NAFCC] accreditation [are] great tools to remind us of
where we need to keep working because you make accomplishments in certain
areas, and it shows you the areas that you still need to work on. There are a lot of
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regulations and standards under both. Some of them are similar. That’s a lot to keep
in the back of my mind when I’m planning my program, but it gives me pride when
I’m talking to a new family. I think it reassures them that I’m high quality.
(Participant 9)
Participant 13 felt that having a consistent framework for achieving quality was
important but felt it was equally important to provide recognition to FCC educators who
met these program quality benchmarks and even noted that she had written to the Governor
in Massachusetts to advocate for an annual ceremony or celebration.
Participant 16 stated that she wished that she had pursued her CDA earlier in her
career noting how instrumental it was for her to improve her educational practice.
The best experience I ever had was the CDA, because it’s implemented here. When
you come to my daycare, you know that I do CDA. You see it in everything: the
free choice of activities; how you handle the children; and in [my] curriculum. The
biggest regret I have [is] that I didn’t learn [about the CDA] earlier. (Participant
16)
While other participants acknowledged the benefit of earning this professional
recognition, they felt that there was no monetary incentive to maintain these quality
benchmarks or connections to professional associations. They advocated for tiered subsidy
reimbursement that correlated with the level of quality their program demonstrated and
noted that educating parents on the value of these quality indicators was equally important.
Subdimension: Being Recognized as a Peer by Teachers and Public Schools
Within the Community. The acknowledgment that participants received from the teachers
and school leaders in their community was a source of pride. Often this came from parents
in their program, who were also public-school teachers.
I always knew what I was doing was the right thing to do. I don’t make the kids sit
down and do ditto sheets. That’s showing my age. But we do a lot of hands-on
activities. She’s always been great. But I think just the way that she came to me
with that level of education, that she saw me as a peer, where other people, they just
think I’m a babysitter. Some parents just call me a babysitter. But she called me an
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early childhood educator. I think because of her status in the community through the
school and everything, I said to myself, ‘Oh, she sees me as a peer, not as a
babysitter.’ (Participant 2)
Other times, it was the acknowledgment that their efforts made a positive impact on
children’s readiness to succeed in school.
[What’s most rewarding about my work is] just seeing the growth and development
of my kids. Hearing all the positive stories and feedback from the parents and
family members. Hearing from teachers and principals when my kids go off to
school. And just to hear a parent call and she's screaming on the phone. And she
says, ‘Participant 19, guess what happened today? The teacher took my daughter to
the principal’s office. And she told the principal [that she] never knew this child
could read and [told the principal] she has to be skipped!’ (Participant 19)
I had the principal in [Mid-sized City], which floored me, wrote me a beautiful
letter about how wonderful my program was, and how, not even meeting me, mind
you, and how the children were so socially and emotionally ready for school. I was
like, ‘Thank you so much.’ (Participant 13)
This formal recognition was very affirming and uplifting for FCC educators and
points to the need to strengthen these local ties, not only for the benefit of children and
families but also for the FCC educators themselves.
Subdimension: Utilizing Technology to Facilitate Connection. Experienced
educators noted that technology has been a great asset to mitigate the isolation and invisibility
of their daily work. Many used phone applications to photograph children’s engagement during
the day, noting their educational progress, and sharing that information throughout the day with
parents. Children loved participating and often guided educators on what they wanted them to
share.
I’m constantly taking my pictures … or a video of something silly that they were
talking [about while playing]. I send it to the parents like, ‘This is your child
communicating with their friends.’ And they get a kick out of that. They’d be like,
‘Well, thank you for sending that. I needed that during these times.’ Many times
[children will say], ‘Can I see that picture before you send it?’ And they’ll look at it
and be like, ‘Okay, tell her that I said that I miss her.’ Or they'll be like, ‘Can you
erase that picture? I need another picture.’ I’m like ‘Okay, we’ll fix that picture.’
(Participant 8)
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Participant 4 also found an app that helped her to track children’s developmental progress
while she photographed their activities to share with parents. She found that this technology
helped her communicate daily activities, including meals and noted that parents responded
positively to having the consistent communication and often replied with affirming
comments for their child and the educator. This relieved the burden of constantly
documenting information throughout the day through written daily reports for each child.
Participant 1 used technology to bring parents into the program virtually during the day
through a shared reading time:
We do Zoom reading time. I make a schedule with the parents; I ask them what time
they have a break in the job. I schedule the time and I give them the books, and I sit
with the children, and I connect the Zoom meeting and put them in front of the
computer, and the parents read the books to them. Sometimes they think it's a very
unusual thing, but the thing is the kids get so excited to see those things, especially
to see the parents in the camera and things like that, and the parents can see
everybody and see what we're doing, how we connect to each other. It’s a very,
very successful activity that we have here. (Participant 1)
Other participants noted that using social media to share ideas about curriculum or
program design was useful and appreciated that opportunity to connect virtually with other
educators instead of having to go out of the house after a long day. Participant 11 even noted
that she connected with global interest groups that provided inspiration for her outdoor
curriculum.
Participant 2 noted that focusing on collaborating and supporting other FCC educators was
an important responsibility.
I think we should [make it a priority to help other educators]. We’re all in this
together. And, if you're out there alone, you're just floundering, wondering if you’re
doing it right. I’m on a few of the Facebook family childcare provider groups, and I
learn a lot of information from them. And little tips help. (Participant 2)
While technology provides many great options for peer support, professional
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development, and parent connections, there are no curated lists of technology resources for
family child care educators. In addition, due to the high demands of their daily tasks, many
FCC educators have limited time to learn to navigate new technology that could improve
their practice.
Subdimension: Receiving and Appreciating Support. While FCC educators
know that their work has value, the lack of peer connection can make it difficult to access
support and validation on an ongoing basis. Most participants noted that they scheduled
annual events within their programs to celebrate achievements and transitions for children.
Often, that also became an opportunity to hear about how their work impacted the children
and families in their programs.
We have a graduation every year. I felt so good in my heart for one of the child[ren]
that graduated; pride [for] her. Her older sister came to my room, and I said to the
mom, ‘I am so blessed to have had your two children. You must trust and put your
faith in me to have sent one and then sent the other one. I am so, so grateful that you
did that.’ [During] the graduation the kids go up and the parents would get up and
give a testimony, say something or whatever. Just hearing it at the time because I
don't pay attention to what we've done during the year. I'm up here, I'm like, oh my
God, we really did good. (Participant 19)
Increasing their visibility in the community also provided FCC educators with
opportunities to make their work and contribution to children and families more
recognizable.
I think that people need to realize that we do more than just work with the kids. I
think people need to know that [we are] working with the families and the
community ... I have a great relationship with the school down the street because we
go down there for plays that they put on. So, it’s more than just childcare. We’re
caring for the families. We’re caring for the community, and we’re keeping
everything going. (Participant 2)
Some participants described that they were in regular contact and communication
with their local public school. Participant 4 shared that she went to open houses and other
school
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events to build relationships with teachers and school leaders to better serve the children in
her program. Connecting local school districts with the area network of home-based
programs made a positive impact on the professional identity of FCC educators and gave
them more confidence in referring children for additional services and supports when
needed. Participant 14 noted that all FCC programs in her community are networked
through her local school district. This has resulted in coordinated outreach and supports for
families in need of services. It has also created a peer network to support FCC educators
throughout the community. Participant 9 worked in a school-based preschool in serving
children with special needs in her town. She has maintained that connection over the years
and was able to coordinate referrals for children more easily as a result.
Subdimension: Belonging to Informal and Formal FCC Networks. While many
FCC educators are independent business owners, many have also found it beneficial to
participate in a family child care system. As they are currently configured in Massachusetts,
FCC systems manage enrollment, placement, and transportation for children eligible to
receive tuition subsidies. In addition, FCC educators affiliated with an FCC system receive
ongoing support and training from home visitors. FCC systems also coordinate professional
development days for educators several times each year and provide opportunities for
experienced educators to coach and mentor new educators.
I went from being an all private to I am now with [a family child care system], and I
have done a lot of coaching and mentoring with other providers with [a family child
care system. We did a level two, [Quality Rating Improvement System] QRIS level
two cohort that I helped facilitate. (Participant 2)
While belonging to an FCC system benefits educators located in communities with
lower or mixed income families, educators serving middle to high income families do not
have the
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option to participate in an FCC system. In many cases, FCC educators self-organize informal
networks to collaborate with other educators in their community.
I am part of [a local FCC network]. The first year, I started doing daycare in 1987, it
was in somebody’s living room. It has changed format and of course, now, we’re
[on] Zoom. [We focused on] little things like problem of the month. Everybody
would give their input like, ‘how do you get your children to stay on their mats?’ It
was very good for a curricular theme or bringing your favorite arts and crafts. The
networking [is also good for] getting our names out in the community through other
little ways, doctor's office, pediatricians, local town days or just as a group to bring
awareness to family child care. (Participant 9)
[It’s] always been my goal is to get some people together, early childhood
educators. It’s really, really hard to motivate people to do anything at the end of the
day. You know what we did? When we were doing our trainings, we fed them, so
we did a dinner, a really simple dinner. It was all home-made and we would just
bring it and say, ‘You get to eat while we talk,’ and they loved that, like ‘We have
to eat dinner anyway, so I don’t care if you’re chewing or whatever. You miss
something, ask again,’ and that went over very well because everybody has to eat,
so we fed them and talked at the same time and that seemed to work. (Participant 4)
There is no formal registry for these networks in Massachusetts, so newer educators
often find it challenging to get connected. Participant 10, who had been an FCC educator
for only five years, shared, “I don’t have other provider friends, or anything like that. I tried
to reach out to people around my neighborhood and they saw it as competition, because I
was just new, and I had no idea.” Finding ways to connect educators within both formal
and informal networks would benefit new and experienced FCC educators. This could be
done through a registry or listing of professional associations, public schools, family child
care systems, and informal, community-based professional networks.
The next primary dimension is good living, which focuses not only on the monetary
gain derived from operating a home-based child care program, but also the positive
experience shared by educators and the families they serve.
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Primary Dimension: Good Living
Nearly all of the participants interviewed felt positive about their work and identity
as an FCC educator. Many spent their entire career working in this sector and expressed a
strong sense of professional identity that underscored the sense of fulfillment and job
satisfaction they experienced. Participants reflected with pride on the strong sense of
community they created with and among the families they served leading to long-term,
enduring relationships. While several participants stated that they were not fairly
compensated given the amount of time they committed to their work, several acknowledged
that they were paid higher than teachers working in center-based programs. Some suggested
that they engaged in the field because of their love for working with young children and
that higher compensation was not their priority, noting they derived rewards beyond
financial compensation for their efforts. When asked if she felt fairly compensated for her
work, Participant 9 stated, “Not really” but then noted the other things she felt were
rewarding, “the hugs and the ‘I love you [Participant 9]’ and just watching [the children]
learn how to do things; the ones that came in not knowing how to write their ABCs and
[then] learning how to do it.” Others suggested that policymakers should take into account
the disparities they identified in the subsidy rates paid for care in home-based programs
that is less than the same care taking place in a center-based setting. The rates also varied
greatly by community across the state since subsidy reimbursement rates are based on the
average market rate in each region.
The subdimensions identified through analysis of the codes for this primary
dimension are: (a) knowing your why; (b) controlling your environment; and (c) carefully
planning your finances.
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The elements of this dimension are elaborated in Table 4.5 and will be further detailed in the next
section.
Table 4.5
Primary Dimension: Good Living
Context

Conditions

Processes

Consequences

Career in FCC

Meaningful work

Knowing your why

Sense of fulfillment
and satisfaction
Positive professional
identity

Own your business

Controlling your
work environment

Increased job
satisfaction

Good income

Carefully planning
your finances

Financial security

Contracting with an
FCC system

Lower than market
rates but more
consistent income

Subdimension: Knowing your Why. Participants noted that in order to stay
motivated and persist in the field, it was essential to always remind yourself why the work
mattered and why you were doing the work.
It’s making a difference in the family's lives. I am very lucky to have a great bunch of
families. They give me a lot of positive feedback. I know I’m making a difference for
the children and the families. (Participant 9)
All participants described an intrinsic motivation to engage in the work rather than
an extrinsic motivation for material gain. England et al. (2012) state that “intrinsic
motivation may grow out of a prosocial concern for the welfare of others” (p. 22) and may
also be identified as “the form of altruism commonly identified as love” further noting that
“paid care workers often develop affection for the people they care for” (p. 24). The term
love was used by participants throughout this study both in reference to the satisfaction
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they derived from their work but also to describe their attachment to children and the
parents they served.
Participant 2 told me that her “husband tells me that I survive off helping other
people.” Other participants described great satisfaction that came not only for seeing
children in their program thrive, but also knowing that they made a positive contribution to
their own family as well.
I’m very happy [with] what I’m doing because in my own life it makes me progress
a lot too. I have a good life because my job [has been] stable through the years, all
the time full with 10 children. So, I have [had] a good experience. Working with
those children too, they come back to me, and I see them progress through the
years, that made me so happy. And another thing, my two boys, they grow up here
with me. Now they graduate from college, and I support them working with the
daycare and at the same time supporting my children, made me so happy. I think [I
will] keep doing this for many years. (Participant 3)
Subdimensions: Controlling Your Work Environment, Carefully Planning
Your Finances, and Contracting with a Family Child Care System. The pride of
owning their business was important to many of the participants. Participant 1 shared that
“[There] is no other business better than family child care, in my opinion. It's very
rewarding, financially talking about, you have a lot of [tax] benefits.” Participant 11 noted
the benefit of investing in developing her outdoor space since any improvements used by
the children in her program were a tax write off. Others noted that the reliance on
attendance and enrollment was a stressor, especially when their programs were forced to
close due to the global pandemic. Some recommended that contracting with a family child
care system alleviated the stress of managing their enrollment although noting that subsidy
rates were often significantly lower than market rates and not available in communities
with less income diversity. Participant 16 shared that she joined an FCC system because
she realized that collecting tuition was challenging:
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The reason why I joined the system is because my husband told me I wasn’t running
a social club because everybody gave me excuses why they couldn’t pay. So I just
had a poor rapport with getting money from people. So, I went through an agency
and they paid me. (Participant 16)
Educators made significant financial investments in their programs including
fencing for yards, bathrooms for their child care spaces, in addition to toys and equipment.
Some educators were able to access grants to support these purchases, but not all educators
knew where to find grant funding. Careful planning and saving helped participants to make
improvements when needed without disrupting their income. Participant 6 shared that she
set aside money to ensure that she could make the necessary improvements in her program
to keep children safe or respond to needed repairs in her backyard citing that a flooding
problem in her play yard required a drainage solution that cost her more than $10,000.
All participants saw family child care as a career choice that allowed them to
engage in meaningful work that benefitted not only their family and the families, they
served but also the communities in which they lived.
The next section will discuss the final primary dimension related to managing work
that is physically and mentally demanding. I present these as two ends of a continuum
where on one end FCC educators organize the parameters of this work to benefit their own
wellbeing. This is in contrast to the opposite end of the continuum where they give so
much, they sacrifice their physical, emotional, and financial wellbeing.
Primary Dimension: Balancing Needs of Self and Others
As discussed earlier, working conditions for FCC educators can be challenging. The
level of physical and mental engagement required to attend to the needs of a group of
children all day long is very high. FCC educators who work without an assistant have no
opportunity to take a break during a long day. Even as children nap, educators are using
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that time to clean and catch up on administrative tasks. Parents rely on the care to work so
reliability and consistency are critical, making it very difficult for FCC educators to take
time off. Further, the close personal relationships that FCC educators form with children
and families enhance their commitment to continuity of service but at the same time can
make it difficult to increase tuition rates. FCC educators serving children from
economically disadvantaged families often described using their own funds to fill the gaps
in what children needed, whether it be food, clothing, or diapers.
The primary dimension related to these challenges emerged from the coding
process and represents opposite ends of a continuum, demonstrating the balancing act
educators must negotiate in the course of their daily work. The ends of the continuum
reflect two major contexts for this dimension: valuing self and sacrificing self. In contrast
to center-based programs, where there is a more formal policy framework and many other
staff involved, FCC educators create the policies for their programs. This lack of formality
and distance enables FCC educators to be more flexible in implementing policies such as
drop off and pick up time, tuition payment schedules, etc., which can benefit parents but
can also unduly burden the educators themselves. When meeting the needs of others
eclipses the educators’ own needs, educators may become emotionally and physically
drained leading to job burnout and detachment (Kahn, 1993).
Many of the experienced FCC educators in this study shared stories of learning how
and when to make the necessary adjustments while maintaining their professional
standards. This was rooted in a strong sense of professional identity and allowed educators
to be responsive and caring within reasonable boundaries. Table 4.6 demonstrates both
contexts and illustrates the strategies that FCC educators use to balance the needs of others
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while also preserving their own personal and professional resources. It also illustrates the
negative impact observed when FCC educators described overextending themselves,
leaving them to feel depleted, devalued, and disrespected.
Table 4.6
Primary Dimension: Balancing Needs of Self and Others
Context

Conditions

Processes

Consequences

Valuing Self

Long hours

Planning time for
personal care and
wellbeing

Improved physical
and mental wellbeing

Engaging assistants
or substitutes

Ability to take time
off to attend to
personal needs

Care of infants and
toddlers is
challenging

Limiting the number
of infants in care

Enhanced capacity to
care

Emotional
attachment to
children and families

Going beyond the
scope of program
services

Physical exhaustion
and depletion

Working alone
Limited time off

Sacrificing Self

Feeling undervalued
and disrespected

Policies set at the
program level
Monetizing care is
difficult

Increased resilience

Setting fair rates

Reduction in income
Limited ability to
increase salary

Parents with limited
resources

Purchasing items for
children in need

Negative financial
impact on educator

Connecting families
with local resources

Collaborating with
community resources

138
Context: Valuing Self
Participants in this study had a wide range of years of experience in family child
care with the mean for this sample equaling 15½ years. More experienced educators
expressed ways that they successfully maintained a balance in valuing and prioritizing their
own needs while also meeting the needs of families and children. The processes used to
maintain this equilibrium are defined in the subdimension listed in Table 4.6 and include:
(a) planning time for personal care and wellbeing; (b) engaging assistants or substitutes;
and (c) limiting the number of infants in care. The positive outcomes associated when
engaging these processes included improved physical and mental wellbeing, increased
resilience, planned time off to attend to personal needs, and enhanced capacity to care.
Subdimension: Planning Time for Personal Care and Wellbeing. The work of
caring for children requires that educators put their own needs on hold so they can be fully
engaged and present with the children in their programs. Participants described strategies
for renewal that were as simple as ending the day with a cup of tea and documenting
positive notes about the day.
Every day is a new day. I drink my tea when my last child goes home. That kind of
calms me. I read. I just relax. I know the day is over with. I'll sit down and write out
some anecdotal notes to put in the kids' files. Always a positive. For each one of the
kids, I’ll write down a positive for the end of the day, and I'll stick it on a sticky
note and put it in their file. (Participant 2)
Participant 9 plans her summer vacation time well in advance, “I tell them by the
end of January, what my summer weeks are, which are two weeks. I give them plenty of
notice. They could take the same weeks or work on back up.” Further, she communicates
her plans with her local FCC network so they can support each other by offering back-up
care to families to the greatest extent possible. Participant 11 plans a week-long vacation
each year with her own family and has learned to build in an extra closure day so she can
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reset and prepare to reopen without taking time away from time with her own family. She
communicates the importance of this time with families when they enroll.
We take our family vacation without pay; that's a gift to our family. This year we’re
taking off a week and a day. So, I’m coming back on a Sunday and I’m taking that
Monday off … in case we have to do anything. And then I take, I think it’s 17 paid
days. So, it’s more than one day a month on average that I get paid for. And we tell
the families as they’re interviewing with us, nobody wants to bring their child to a
grumpy Miss Participant 11 and Mr. [my husband]. (Participant 11)
Advance communication helps to alleviate the guilt associated with program
closure for any reason and allows families to plan more effectively. Affiliation with a
family child care system also gave educators and families a safety net since systems are
often able to arrange a back-up care placement through their network of educators.
Subdimension: Engaging Assistants or Substitutes. Using paid assistants as daily
supports or substitutes allowed educators to continue operating their program even when
facing significant health challenges. Participant 6 shared that she had surgery that
prevented her from directly caring for the children but noted that she was able to use her
program assistants to continue operating the program during her recovery. She focused on
administrative work during that time and was present to provide guidance and support to
the assistants working in her program. She credits her time working as a director in a
center-based program as the source of experience and skill needed to be an effective
manager. Participant 9 reflected on the length of time she would continue working in FCC
noting “if I can find a situation to have somebody come in and I’m not doing five, 10-hour
days. I can do three, 10-hour days. That would definitely be a big influence [on my
decision to continue working].”
Subdimension: Limiting the Number of Infants in Care. Caring for infants
requires a significant amount of physical engagement. Lifting, holding, and comforting
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distressed infants can make it challenging to do anything else and over time can take a toll
on the educator’s body. Participant 2 shared that having an infant in her program again
after a long time was difficult.
It’s just so different. You can talk to the older kids and make them realize that
you’ll be with them in a second. But an infant, they want your attention now. So, I
have to get used to carrying the child, and holding him, and feeding him, and
burping him, and getting him laying down and all of the things while I'm still
watching the other five kids and helping with remote schooling. (Participant 2)
Participant 4 explained that as she is getting older, she is noticing more “cricks and creaks”
adding that her capacity to continue caring might be impacted by the physical demands of
caring for infants.
It’s getting harder and harder physically to do this job. I have a little baby who is
10 months old, and he weighs 40 pounds. He’s going to be huge. His Dad is 6’9”.
I mean, he’s just a humongous
There’s a humongous physical toll. One of
my legs is [now]
longer than the other. I go to a chiropractor. She’s like, ‘It’s from always having
that baby on your hip.’ I know it is. It literally has changed my skeletal frame.
(Participant 4)
Participant 18 also shared the following story, noting that this experience led to her family
recommending that it might be time for her to work in another early education setting rather
than continue her home-based program.
So, I have an [infant who] screamed the first three months that I had her. It was
challenging for me because she just screamed. [She] wanted me to hold her. I
couldn’t put her down. I couldn’t use the bathroom. I couldn’t go. I couldn’t do
anything. She screamed. So now everyone notices, ‘You’re doing really good now.
You’re not screaming. You’re having a good day.’ Because she could clear out a
house. She could clear the whole house, literally. Yeah, there were times that I
would say, ‘Oh, am I going to make it through?’ She’s the most challenging child I
have had throughout my whole 25 plus years. (Participant 18)
Advanced-practice educators were more intentional about their enrollment
practices, often caring only for older children or limiting their infant enrollment to one or
two at a time. Larger programs that had the benefit of a full-time assistant were more likely
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to enroll infants and had the ability to appoint a dedicated caregiver to attend to their needs.
Participants in this study were asked what advice they would give to new FCC educators
coming into the field and the overwhelming feedback was to be careful in selecting families
and children for your program to ensure that it was a good fit for everyone involved.
Educators who were not as intentional in managing these parameters often described
feeling physically and mentally depleted by the demands of their work and often expressed
a need to scale back or stop working all together. This will be covered in the next section.
Context: Sacrificing Self
Caring for young children is a rewarding but often difficult job. Children are
growing and developing at different rates and need a great deal of assistance and support in
managing their daily physical and emotional needs. Challenging working conditions
combined with high expectations are often noted to be a significant source of stress for
childcare providers (Faulkner et al., 2016). The participants in this study affirmed that their
commitment to the work was bolstered by the affection they held for the children in their
programs. They conveyed concern and often worried about children who were not always
receiving optimal care in their own families and in some cases were being neglected or
abused. While understanding the limits of their relationship with the child, the emotional
attachment they share often leads FCC educators to offer care and support beyond their
contractual obligations. This contributes to the sense of purpose that FCC educators note is
a primary motivator for continuing the work. However, it can also lead to feelings of being
devalued and unappreciated, especially when their efforts are not recognized or appreciated
by parents or other adults in the lives of the children they serve.
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Monetizing care often creates a moral dilemma for educators, especially when
children learn that parents are paying for their children to attend the program.
[A parent] was dropping her children off to day care and he was probably about, I
don’t know, four. And she goes, ‘Oh, here, hand this to [Participant 4].’ It was the
[tuition] check and he’s like, ‘Okay, why?’ She goes, ‘Well, I have to pay her.’ He
goes, ‘What!? You have to pay [Participant 4] to let me come here?’ It was very
upsetting for him. And there you go. It’s not a job to this kid. No child thinks this is
my job. I’ve had more kids say, ‘What do you do for a job?’ I say, ‘You are my job.
I’m teaching, I’m taking care of you. Caring for you is my job.’ (Participant 4)
In addition, many FCC educators find it difficult to raise their rates, especially if
they perceive that doing so would unduly burden families. This can limit the ability to
increase revenue or compensation for FCC programs and at times can create financial
hardship for educators. Participant 10 shared that she feels bad increasing her rates:
I didn’t want to raise [my rates] like, I feel bad every time I raise my rates. But
some people are like, ‘Oh, this is how I’m going to charge.’ And I’m like, ‘What?
How do you charge somebody that much?’ I feel so bad. But yes, I do increase
them. And I actually ended up increasing them last year. (Participant 10)
Earlier I shared the story of the educator who rises at 4 am to prepare for her day
and accommodate the needs of a parent who must be to work by 6 am. Another story
involved an educator who did whatever she could for a vulnerable child, even collaborating
with social workers from the Department of Children and Families to reach out to the
child’s mother, giving her money from her own resources to incentivize the mother to
engage. Other stories included educators who assist with identification of children’s
developmental needs, make referrals for support services, and even provide transportation
to ensure that children can access these critical services. Because they are motivated more
often by love than by money, many educators willingly offer so much more than education
and care, but this can sometimes have a negative impact on the educator’s wellbeing. It can
manifest as feeling exhausted or depleted or sometimes feeling undervalued and
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disrespected. Noddings (1984) explains this dynamic of asymmetry and reciprocity in
caring:
Clearly, the cared-for depends on the one-caring. But the one-caring is also oddly
dependent on the cared-for. If the demands of the cared-for become too great or are
delivered ungraciously, the one-caring may become resentful, and pushed hard
enough, may withdraw her caring. (p. 48)
While some educators feel comfortable setting and adhering to limits, many times it
took a partner or husband to remind the educator about the negative impact of
overextending themselves. Participant 8 shared her realization that while trying to keep up
with all the changes imposed by the global pandemic, she had worked for more than a year
without taking time off.
I told my husband, ‘I’m exhausted.’ When I say exhausted, I’m having hard time
getting up in the morning. I’m oversleeping a little bit, not past my time where I
need to open. But he was like, ‘Do you know that you missed your vacation last
year? You haven’t taken a day off.’ And I was like, ‘You know what? You’re right.’
I had no idea. It slipped my mind because I’ve been so busy with cleaning,
disinfecting, making sure kids are safe, keeping masks on, keeping temperatures
logged, making sure everybody’s doing the right thing. [That] completely blew my
mind. No wonder I’ve been exhausted mentally. (Participant 8)
The subdimensions or processes associated with this context are: (a) going beyond
the scope of program services; (b) setting fair rates; (c) purchasing items for children in
need; and (d) connecting families with local resources.
Subdimension: Going Beyond the Scope of Program Services. The dynamic of
extending care beyond the parameters of their program was notable in several interviews. It
was particularly evident when educators described working with vulnerable children who
were involved with social service supports. While the policy at her program stated that
parents were responsible for providing snacks and meals for their child, Participant 14
noted that she made an exception for a child that she knew was living in difficult
circumstances:
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They all bring lunch except for (Child A). I don’t have it in my system where I’m
giving him a lunch, but I had to start giving him lunch because he would show up at
10:00 in the morning and just had a bottle of milk at 7:00 when he woke up. So, I
had to say, ‘Okay. You know what? Just forget it.’ [If the food did come] it would
be old sitting in his bag and things like that. So, I just had to say, "You know what?
I’ll take care of his food.” So, he eats the same [food as] my daughter. (Participant
14)
Participant 15 shared that she remembers an ongoing conflict with a mother that her
to terminate the family from her program. The mother repeatedly brought the child to her
program in the morning with a dirty diaper, expecting that Participant 15 would change her
when she arrived. While she allowed this for a few weeks, Participant 15 confronted the
parent about this
and told her that the behavior was not acceptable, reinforcing the need to work together for
the good of the child.
That woman, I believe she was dealing with a lot of things, she would come here
with a child with dirty diapers. When I say dirty diapers, I mean dirty diapers. She
was with me for about three weeks [and in that] three-week period she came here
with a child with dirty diapers, three times. It’s not something that you can hide,
dirty diapers, because the minute the child arrives, I’m a very affectionate person. I
love to hug my kids. I bend down to hug that child and I could smell that she was
dirty. I asked [the mother] if she was going because that happened prior to that day.
I said, “Well you know what? Please, you need to change her. Because this isn’t
something that happened once or twice, it’s been happening. We work together. If
you come here and you tell me, Ms. Participant 15, I’m [running] late and she has a
dirty diaper. would you please change her for me? We work together for the benefit
of the child. You know I can also do you a favor, [but] this is not acceptable.”
(Participant 15)
The mother did not react well to this feedback and yelled and screamed at Participant 15.
This caused a great deal of stress for the educator and the other children in the program. As
a result, the educator worked with her family child care system to find another placement
for this family. The lack of respect the parent showed to Participant 15 was not tenable.
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Participant 8 has occasional sleepover parties on the weekend as a special treat for
the children in her program based on their requests but still needs to hold the line and
manage expectations with the parents and children.
We’ve done sleepovers here. They come over the weekends and we’ve done a
whole party thing. They’ll be like, “Can we have a sleepover Ms. Participant 8?”
I’m like, “Don’t you guys get tired of seeing me already?” They’ll be like, “We just
want a sleep over.” So, we’ve done that sometimes in the summer. We do a camping
thing downstairs. We have the tents, and we do a pizza party, and we do a dance
party, and we make popcorn and watch movies. And then by 10 o’clock [the next
day] parents are picking them up. Parents will ask “So they want to have another
sleep over.” I’m like, “Okay, it’s not a habit now, once in a while.” (Participant 8)
Holding the line on policies is challenging when FCC educators have such close
personal relationships with the children and families they serve. By contrast, policies in
center-based programs are created by administrators who are less likely to have regular
contact and interaction with children and families (England et al., 2012). Therefore,
enforcing boundaries is less personal and creates less conflict and stress for the direct care
educators. It’s important to note that Participant 8 is also the one who shared the story about
not taking any planned time off and being so depleted that her husband had to intervene and
tell her to take a break. While she loves her job, it’s clear that at times she lost perspective
about how much additional time she was devoting to her work, failing to protect time for
herself.
Subdimension: Setting Fair Rates. Participant 14 lives in an affluent community
where the local preschool charges more than $30k per year for each child. However, she
knows that the families she serves are often working in the health care field and couldn’t
afford those rates. She sets her rates at a level that she feels is fair given what she knows
the families make. “So, it could be more money. I’m sure if everyone [in the ECE
community] said, ‘Oh, we were going to charge $300 a week,’ people would have no
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choice. But at the same time, it’s very hard. It would be very hard for people” (Participant
14).
Many educators do not rely on comparative rates in their community to establish
their own rates. They often identify with families who struggle to pay for child care and
limit their rates accordingly.
I know that I’m on the lower side of tuition for people in my area. And people in my
area always say, ‘You need to put your prices up. You can get so much more.’ And
I don’t want to because, I can pay my bills. I can do extra things. I have money in
the bank. I feel that childcare is so expensive that it’s just something I want to do for
my families. I know how hard it was when I was younger and [my] kids were little.
I can’t do that to families. I know the struggles that they have. I don’t want them to
ever say, ‘If I pay her, then I can’t buy food’, or ‘if I pay her, I can’t pay my light
bill.’ I would feel horrible if I knew that families had to choose. (Participant 2)
Accepting state subsidies can provide consistent income for educators and a
guarantee of payment but rates are often set significantly below the average market rate,
often at less than 30%. In addition, subsidies are paid several weeks after services are
delivered and require educators to engage in contracts that increase administrative burden.
Support is also available from the Child and Adult Care Food Program for educators who
serve snacks and meals to children. The reimbursement is based on income level of
families so it is a greater benefit to educators working in low-income communities. Many
educators identify that assistance in managing these subsidy streams is the primary benefit
of working with an FCC system.
Subdimension: Purchasing Items for Families in Need. Connecting families with
local resources. When FCC educators are grounded in and connected to their local
community, they can serve as a critical touchstone to assist families in connecting with
available resources. Participant 8 noted that during the global pandemic, several families
lost their jobs. She reached out to local churches, food banks, and her FCC agency to find
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resources for families in need. Parents were appreciative and some were able to access
supports they did not even know existed such as child care subsidies. Parents expressed
gratitude and noted that these resources had a positive impact on their family’s life.
In some cases, knowledge of local education systems helped children to get
connected to specialized programs designed to support their needs. This was especially
helpful for young parents or even grandparents who had custody of their grandchildren.
Participant 2 shared a story about stepping in to assist a mother who disclosed that she was
being physically abused at home.
I had an incident of a family that was a Department of Children and Families case. I
worked very closely with the DCF worker. The mom was being abused and she told
me she didn’t know what to do. He wouldn’t leave. She wanted him out. She didn’t
know what to do. I simply said, “You will stay here, and we’ll work it out.” We had
the police come here, after all of the children had gone home. They took a report
and they removed him from where they were. They helped her. She thought that I
was going to report her for it, which I didn’t. I said, “We do need to call your
caseworker and let her know that this is what’s going on and this is how we’re
handling it.” (Participant 2)
The critical intervention and support that the FCC educator provided was made possible
because the mother trusted her enough to share what was happening. Although the parent
was involved with social services, the daily interaction with her FCC educator gave her the
confidence to disclose important information and ask for assistance without being worried
that she would lose custody of her own children.
Participant 5 notes that she works with children from economically disadvantaged
families by choice, even though she admits that she could earn more if she served a
different population. Taking into consideration the limitations parents have she often
purchases gifts for children such as movie tickets and even memberships to the local
YMCA for the family so they can spend time together or have experiences that they
wouldn’t be able to have with their own families.
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I … buy these kids movie tickets. I used to buy them for Christmas YMCA
memberships, with the little bags, and the towels, and the shampoo and the
conditioner so they can go to family swim. If they stay long enough with me to go to
kindergarten, I will get them a bike. I sometimes have hairdressers come over here
[with parent’s permission] and do their hair for African American [or biracial] girls,
because mom didn’t know how to do her hair. I take the kids to restaurants [since
some] have never had an experience of going out to eat. [We also go on] field trips.
(Participant 5)
When asked if they felt fairly compensated, several educators noted that they were
limited in being able to increase their income because it is so dependent on payment of
parent fees, enrollment, and attendance. Participant 1 shared that a complaint from a parent
or injury to a child in the program could result in an unanticipated closure until an
investigation was completed, disrupting their income in the interim.
So, this is the thing you have to keep the eyes on, because it’s not a safe job that you
have money every single day, no. You have to plan ahead. In the future, you don’t
know what’s going to happen to you, or happen to [your] family child care. If you
keep working very good, you’ll be very successful. [But] you have a limited salary;
you cannot grow your business. Unfortunately, it’s that. You cannot, let’s say, I
want to grow 10% of salary next year, I cannot do that, because the [subsidy] rates
are still the same. (Participant 1)
Others noted that the administrative fee that family child care systems charged was
very steep, especially in programs were there was very little turnover. Educators working
with children on tuition subsidies had the least control over their rates as they are set at the
state level. Participation in a union, gave some educators a greater sense of control over the
subsidy rates they received and benefits such as sick time, paid family medical leave, and
professional development days. These benefits were connected to receipt of tuition
subsidies, so not all educators felt that they benefited from union membership. Most
participants did acknowledge that they earned more as FCC educators than they did as
early education teachers but noted that the longer hours that FCC educators worked
contributed to a lower hourly wage.
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When caregivers are motivated more by love than money, they can often pay an
economic penalty if they do not carefully balance their own needs versus the needs of
others. England et al. (2012) state that “when workers are motivated to care, they provide
higher-quality services and are more satisfied with their jobs.” However, they note further
that, “an emotional attachment to their students … may discourage workers from
demanding higher wages or changes in working conditions that would benefit them but
might adversely affect care recipients” (p. 33). These challenges for FCC educators could
be mitigated through engagement in formal or informal professional networks, or through
association with FCC systems who provide participating programs with a framework of
policies and rate structures (Bromer et al., 2013). However, Hooper and Hallam (2021)
note that motivation for engaging in external systems of support may vary based upon the
educator’s professional identity and sense of purpose. Further research and targeted
interventions are needed to further explore this concept. In the next section, I share the
way that the COVID pandemic impacted FCC educators and the families they serve.
COVID Impact
The timing of this study coincided with the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic. In
Massachusetts, all child care programs were mandated to close in March 2020 for an
undetermined length of time. Participants described feeling completely adrift and saddened
by the sudden loss of seeing their children each day. Some were able to reopen to offer
emergency back-up care to essential workers, but that meant allowing new children to
come into the program each day based on the needs of parents who had to continue
working. Educators were given a flat rate stipend based on their licensed capacity and
expected to implement a range of health and safety protocols such as daily health
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screenings, social distancing, and enhanced cleaning within their programs. Parents were
prevented from coming into homes to limit contact. Most FCC educators adapted and made
the required changes to continue their work, although many participants noted the way
their program practices had to change had a negative impact on the family-style culture
they fostered. All licensed family child care programs were allowed to reopen in July 2020
if they agreed to follow the new public health guidance, but it required changing their
program in ways that forced them to stop doing so many of the things they found most
enjoyable about their work: eating together, preparing food together, sharing books and
toys, etc.
Participant 8 lamented the fact that children could not interact with each other
noting that for some children in the program, their friends in child care were like their own
family.
Right now, because of COVID, with all these regulations that they have us do, like
now I used to teach them how to interact with each other. Now I had to separate
[them] and social distance, which I have found myself having a really, really hard
time with that part. People are like, ‘Well, this is the new thing, the new normal.’
And I keep saying, It’s not, it’s not the new normal. It cannot stay this way forever.
It just can’t because, I have little ones that are the only little ones at home. They
come here to interact with kids and be friends and build that relationship. Now I
have to tell them they can’t play together? They can’t share together? They can’t
hug? This is what I’m doing now, I didn’t sign up for this. [Even with] my older
kids, we used to share everything. We sat like a family, we cooked together, we
played together, we sat in the floor, we hugged each other constantly, all the time.
(Participant 8)
Participant 4 noted that COVID made her reconsider how much longer she would
work in the field adding that the extra burden of cleaning and disinfecting all of the toys
each day was not sustainable. She created a system to rotate toys each day rather than clean
everything, but the toys took over her daughter’s bedroom.
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COVID has changed my mind, I will tell you that. I will do it until I can’t do it well
anymore. I’m giving myself five years and I need to be done. It’s very hard on the
body. It’s very hard on the mind to always be one step ahead of a novel virus. I’m
also kind of a Type A personality so I have buckets and buckets and buckets of toys.
My daughter’s room is not a bedroom anymore. It just has buckets of toys. I bring
out a Monday bucket, a Tuesday bucket, one for every day of the week. I have a
couple extra, so we rotate toys, and I don’t have to clean everything till my hands
are bleeding. (Participant 4)
Participant 4 added that she had not been to a grocery store for several months knowing
that if she were exposed to COVID, her illness would impact eight different families. She
noted that “It weighs heavily on me. I want everybody to be safe and if it ever came that it
was me who infected everybody, I don’t know what I’d do. I mean, it’s silly, it could
happen anywhere, but I don’t know. It’s been really tough.”
Several programs shifted their educational model to virtual support and
engagement instead of reopening right away. Participant 5 made visits to children’s
homes to deliver activities and saw them through the window. Participant 11 shared that
her approach entailed a lot of work:
We closed on Friday, and we went virtual on Monday. So crazy. We’d asked families to
… pay us half tuition. At this point we didn’t know how long we were going to be
out. And we told everybody, we are family and nobody’s getting kicked out if they
can’t pay. If anybody has a need, let one of us [know], somebody’s got to be able to
meet the need. This is the beauty of family childcare. It’s family. And most of my
parents paid. Every day we had morning meeting, we had a Zoom call for about
thirty, forty minutes. I spent the entire weekend pulling together our curriculum. I
had all these bags, and my copy machine died because we were copying so much. I
was making play dough and, oh it just was insane. I mean so much work. I would
leave it out front on Sunday night and [parents] would come … get the material.
Three days a week we did afternoon games on Zoom. We made up games like
Bingo and scavenger hunts. We’d have Zoom birthday parties. We had several kids
have birthdays during [COVID]. I would make the cake and deliver [it] so that at
our end, me and [my husband] would have a cake and we would be lighting the
candle, and then at the birthday child’s home, they’d have a cake at their end too.
We were singularly focused and that was to keep the kids connected, so that they
could see their friends faces and they would know that we were, we were still there,
and we cared about them. (Participant 11)
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Educators also shifted their daily responsibilities to support school-age children who
were participating in remote learning. This became another layer of program management
and age-related differentiation of activities. Many expressed concern about watching young
elementary-aged children sit in front of a computer screen for extended periods of time
rather than moving, playing, and interacting with other children. Some found it challenging
to navigate the educational technology and often relied upon their own school-aged
children, also home for remote learning, for support. In the following months, educators
learned to balance health and safety and developmental goals, but the residual impact of
continued vigilance has been an added stressor.
A number of FCC educators chose to remain closed citing their concern about being
exposed or exposing vulnerable members of their family to the virus. Some lost their
assistants because of exposure concerns and had to decrease their capacity. Although there
was federal assistance to support some loss of income, operating in the new model became
untenable for many FCC educators. This resulted in a reduction of nearly 15% of licensed
educators in Massachusetts within a little over a year. As the pandemic continues, the longterm impact on the field of family child care remains to be seen.
One positive outcome is that parents who had to work from home while caring for
their young children came to appreciate the hard work their FCC educators did on a daily
basis. Studies showed that caregiving responsibilities fell disproportionately to mothers,
causing an exodus of mothers from the workforce. This underscored the need for
supporting early education and care programs.
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COVID-19 has harmed the health and security of women worldwide. But the
pandemic has also made the invisible contribution of women to [domestic caregiving] much
more apparent and provided important momentum to advocate for its measurement,
recognition, and fair compensation with no disparities due to sex. This opportunity must by
seized” (The Lancet, 2021, p. 853).
The fundamental role of child care to economic recovery and sustained parental
employment became clear resulting in increased efforts to provide financial support to this
critical sector. The interconnectedness of childcare and preschools with parents’ ability to
work means that the economic recovery depends in part on families having access to
childcare and preschool options that work for them. While widespread childcare closures
could cause significant disruptions to work and economic output, there may also be new
opportunities and ways of delivering early childhood education and care that could expand
affordable, workable options for families (Greszler & Burke, 2020, para. 6).
Summary
The educators who shared their stories in this study shed light on the critical
importance of maintaining and supporting early childhood education in home-based
settings. This highly relational mode of care supports the needs of children and their
families in ways not found in more institutional settings. This is evident through love and
care and a strong sense of community connection that exists. These deeply personal
connections benefit the educators themselves, as well as the children they serve. In the
following chapter, I will share theoretical propositions that emerged from the analysis of
this data and propose a model that demonstrates how to increase the efficacy and wellbeing
of family child care educators.
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CHAPTER V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
With love at the center of our own lives, work could have a different meaning and
focus.
—bell hooks (2001, p. 162)
In this chapter, I synthesize the findings from this study, demonstrating how the
dimensions, conditions, and consequences identified from the participants’ narratives
connect, giving “theoretical and explanatory form to a story that would be otherwise
regarded, at best, as a fine description” (Schatzman, 1991, p. 313). I consider the questions
upon which this study was based and answer the underlying investigative inquiry of
grounded theory to make sense of what is happening in family child care programs where
the educators successfully navigate the complex work they do each day with children and
families and derive great satisfaction and meaning from their endeavors.
In the first section, I share a visual theoretical model (Figure 5.1) to explain the way
these dimensions are connected to the enactment of authentic caring in family child care
programs, describing the way that positive professional identity and educator wellbeing
both influence and are influenced in the process.
In the next section, I present my findings as theoretical propositions that extend and
contribute to the extant research on what constitutes quality and professionalism in family
child care. Using grounded theory as a research method, I did not attempt to prove or
disprove an established theory. Rather, throughout the analytic process, I identified
sensitizing concepts that were informed by my personal and professional experience in
early care and education. The analysis of data within this study was influenced by
relational cultural theory (Miller, 1986; Fletcher, 2001; Hartling & Sparks, 2008), as well
as ethics of love (hooks, 2001) and care (Noddings, 1984). I also use a critical feminist lens
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(Duffy, 2011; Fletcher, 1999, 2001; Folbre, 2012; Nelson, 2010; Noddings, 1996; Olesen,
2007) to examine the impact of the gendered social construction of caregiving on the
professional status of home-based educators, while considering the intersectionality of race
and socioeconomic status on their professional identity.
Finally, I share the context of this study and offer suggestions for further research
and describe the opportunities and implications for leaders and policymakers in early
education.
Theoretical Model
When I originally reached out to educators to invite them to be interviewed for this
study, many were apprehensive about what I might ask them and unsure if they would have
the “right” answers. However, after they began speaking, the stories and emotional
resonance of their experiences filled the time with passion, insight, humility, and humor.
Many of the interviews went on long past the 45 minutes we had planned. Some educators
conveyed appreciation for having been asked about their work since they rarely have the
time or opportunity to reflect on the value and purpose of their chosen field. Others
apologized for becoming emotional as they shared their stories. Collectively, their
narratives led to the creation of a heuristic that described the way participants approached
their work to offer high quality early care and education in the homes they shared with their
own families. A visual representation of this heuristic is offered in Figure 5.1.
Charmaz (2009) contends that this constructivist approach to analysis in grounded
theory allows for a deeper understanding of the phenomena, adding layers of meaning
representing multiple perspectives. Creating this visual representation of the findings was an
iterative process that involved returning to the stories of the participants, reviewing the coding
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memos that were captured throughout the analytic process, and also through consideration of
the explanatory matrices. In this model, I positioned the first core dimension of Creating Space
as the foundation for quality that leads to the outcome of the second core dimension, Authentic
Caring, through the social processes engaged by FCC educators. The primary dimensions of
Cultivating Joy, Seeking Connection and Support, Balancing Needs of Others and Self, and
Good Living emerge from co-location of these core dimensions. These processes both contribute
to and are influenced by Educator Wellbeing and the Positive Professional Identity of FCC
educators. Three contexts of the core dimension of Creating Space were present: Physical,
Temporal, and Mental. The sub-contexts within each of these depict the conditions present
within each of these domains and underscore the connection between the co-core dimensions of
Creating Space and Authentic Caring. These conditions include: Homelike Space, Welcoming
Environment, Hours of Care, Time for Renewal, Deep Connection, Emotional Impact, Childcentered Motivation, and Work as a Calling.
Figure 5.1
Creating Space for Authentic Caring Through Relational Practice in Family Child Care

157
In the following sections, I will describe how elements of this model are represented
by the participants’ words and illuminate the social processes that connect them.
Creating Space: Foundations of Quality
Many participants identified that organization was the key to ensuring that they
were ready to meet the physical, academic, and emotional needs of children throughout the
day, because as Participant 13 noted, “children know if you’re not prepared.” This
preparation was foundational in high quality home-based programs. Experienced educators
found resources needed to enrich the physical location of care, thoughtfully determined the
scope and duration of services offered, and prioritized time for self-care to ensure that they
would not become depleted by the demands of daily care.
The term Creating Space became a core dimension in my analysis and was
inclusive of three contexts or domains as represented in the model: physical, temporal, and
mental. Setting the stage for success in FCC required careful, intentional planning, and
preparation on the part of educators. The knowledge associated with this planning was
often derived from experience and specific training in early education and care, such as
college courses or the Child Development Associate1, a national credential for FCC.
Several educators applied skills they acquired from working in a center-based program2,
adapting them to a smaller, mixed-age grouping in their home-based setting.

1

Child Development Associate, Council for Professional Recognition.
https://www.cdacouncil.org/en/educator- pathways/family-care/
2
Center-based programs are child care programs that take place in a commercial location or through a public
or private school.
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FCC educators who belonged to an FCC system benefited from the external
structure provided through their contractual engagement, making it easier for them to create
space in the temporal context. This included a defined list of closure dates for holidays,
vacation, sick time, and professional development and for tuition rates that were set based
upon the contract negotiated by a statewide FCC union. However, since FCC systems in
Massachusetts are organized around delivery of subsidized care, engagement with FCC
systems is not available in communities where families have higher incomes. This will be
discussed further in the discussion of implications for leadership and change.
Authentic Caring Through Relational Practice
References to love and care were the most prevalent in all of the participants’
narratives. This resulted in creation of the second core dimension, Authentic Caring, which
is present when FCC educators approach their daily interactions with children with
empathy, respect, and tenderness. Fletcher (2001) also identifies this practice of othercentered engagement as relational practice. The intimate nature of care that children
receive in small, home-based settings leads to deeply personal relationships between
children, parents, and FCC educators.
These relationships are also observed among the members of the FCC program as
evidenced by the story that Participant 8 shared about two of the children in her program
who saw each other at summer camp and ran to greet and hug each other. These mutuallyaffirming relationships lead to flourishing and thriving for everyone involved, creating
bonds that endure over time, and contribute to the sense of value and worth educators
derive from their work. Participants shared numerous stories about receiving visits from
teenagers who attended their program as children and being invited to share in family
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milestones, such as graduations and weddings, long after children were in care.
Most participants in this study articulated an intrinsic, child-centered motivation for
caring rather than an extrinsic, transactional motivation for engaging in the work. They
recognized that their work made a positive impact on children and families. This strong
sense of value and purpose contributed to their own wellbeing and positive professional
identity and reinforced the emphasis on Authentic Caring within their programs.
Strategies to Effectuate Authentic Caring
Participants shared many of the approaches they used in their daily work with
children that lead to higher quality programs. I position these primary dimensions on the
model as mediators of Authentic Caring. These strategies including Cultivating Joy,
Seeking Connection and Support, Balancing Needs of Self and Others, and Good Living.
Cultivating Joy. Educators spoke about the importance of finding joy and delight
in daily rituals, and of setting the stage to let the “magic happen” (Participant 13). This
approach allowed them to be adaptive and responsive to children’s needs, finding teachable
moments throughout the day. Many participants also found creative ways to share this joy
with parents through text messages, photos, story time via Zoom, and family events that
helped parents to reconnect with their own sense of childhood wonder and playfulness.
Educators underscored the importance of valuing children and finding joy and delight as
essential to their professional identity. The experience of joy in their daily work also
affirmed their motivation and commitment for continuing the work. This was evident in the
enthusiasm expressed by educators who looked forward to starting each new week.
Seeking Connection and Support. Given the isolation of working in a home-based
setting, without the presence of other adults, FCC educators found a need to connect with
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others who shared their interest in early education and care. Many times, this connection
took place after hours in local professional networks, or communities of practice, that met
regularly to share ideas about grants, training, curriculum, program management, and
enrollment. Through engagement with their peers, FCC educators found solutions to
challenging issues and were often affirmed for the solutions they implemented. Access to
online forums and meetings also made it easier to join after a long day. In one town, the
local librarian arranged a story hour that allowed family child care educators in the
community to come together regularly with their children.
Participant 4 shared that these points of connection were affirming since other
educators can related to the “struggles and triumphs” of being an FCC educator, noting that
“It’s nice to just be around other people that know what it's like to have a kid on their hip
24/7.” Other educators found support in cohorts when they engaged in professional
development workshops and college courses. Scholarships and funding promoted
participation, although not all educators knew where to find information about these
options.
FCC educators shared that being connected with the local public schools in their
communities increased their visibility and gave them access to information and resources
that benefitted children and families in their program. Many made it a point to attend events
at local schools, such as concerts or an open house, to insure they would be seen as an
important community resource. Being recognized by their public school peers as educators
was a source of professional affirmation.
The support of the educators’ own families also reinforced the value of their work.
This was present in the way that family members assisted in purchasing supplies,
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maintaining the space, and welcoming children and families. In some cases, family
members became certified assistants and worked with the educator in the program, making
it truly a family business. Further, several participants expressed pride when sharing that
their own children followed in their footsteps and became educators themselves.
Balancing Needs of Self and Others. Given the proximity and intimacy of the
relationships FCC educators form with the children and families in their programs, it can be
challenging to set boundaries and enforce policies. Parents can benefit from the flexibility
that is often offered, but experienced educators learn to identify how and when they can
provide that flexibility by better understanding families’ needs before enrolling. This preassessment decreases the chance that the caring relationship becomes asymmetrical, which
may leave the educator feeling less valued or respected. Educators understand that parents
rely on their services so long-term planning and clear communication can help educators to
plan the time off they need to meet their own needs and those of their own family.
In addition, monetizing heart-centered work can be problematic because FCC
educators recognize that child care is a significant expense for families, given the current
market-rate structure of child care, and are often reluctant to establish competitive rates or
increase the cost of care for families. Participant 2 noted that although her colleagues told
her that here rates were lower than average for her area, she maintained them at a rate that
would not cause families to choose between paying for child care or putting food on their
table. This challenge can be mitigated by setting up an intermediary to set and collect
parent fees, such as an FCC system. This will be further considered in the feminist critique
of the way the work is socially constructed.
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Good Living. Recognizing that the work they do adds value, contributes to
educators’ pride and sense of purpose. While families often provide important confirmation
of this, FCC educators noted that being seen as equal partners in quality within the early
education ecosystem increases their positive professional identity. Recognition by national
organizations, such as accreditation from the National Association of Family Child Care,
also affirms the quality of their programs and gives parents confidence in the services they
provide.
Learning to manage their business effectively can ensure that FCC educators are
able to maximize the benefits of running a home-based enterprise and plan more effectively
to limit the impact of enrollment fluctuations. In addition, thinking creatively about how to
contract others to assist in their work, can enable educators to focus on the parts of the work
they enjoy most and increase their longevity in the field. Many of the most experience
participants sought opportunities to contribute to the field by coaching, mentoring, and
training other FCC educators.
In doing so, it affirmed their commitment to continuing their practice and expanding
their work beyond daily direct care of children. Participant 13 arranged her program
schedule to allow her a full day to focus on professional engagement, and Participant 4 was
seeking a partnership with local colleges to help train early education interns in her
program. Creating pathways to engage advance practice educators in ways that can support
quality improvement in other FCC programs will be discussed further in recommendations
for leadership and change.
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Positive Professional Identity and Enhanced Wellbeing
The processes identified in this heuristic, demonstrate that educators’ wellbeing and
professional identity are enhanced by the intentional approach successful FCC educators
take to create space that allows for love and care to prevail in their programs. The sense of
joy and satisfaction they derive from their work motivates them to persist in overcoming
the challenges and complexity they face each day within this educational paradigm. The
impact on wellbeing is evident in the way that educators described their work with several
stating that “there is no better work than family child care” (Participant 1) or that the work
was “like medicine to me” (Participant 15). Observing the impact they made on the
children and families they served gave them a sense of accomplishment that was often
communicated with tears of joy and sometimes sadness when they could not remain a part
of that child’s life. The ability to serve as an “enlightened witness” (hooks, 2001, p. 234) in
the lives of children who were most vulnerable stood out in several interviews such as
Participant 12, who noted that she was the one consistent, loving presence for a young child
who was placed in multiple foster homes during the time the child attended her FCC
program. When reflecting on the positive impact of a loving presence in the life of a child
experiencing turmoil, hooks (2001) shares that “most folks who come from a conflictridden family or setting what was lacking in love remember the individuals who offered
sympathy, understanding, and at times a way out” (p. 234). While some educators received
affirmation of the impact they made in children’s lives through connections maintained
over many years, the stories shared by participants in this study made is clear that the daily
intimate connections they shared with children also gave meaning to their work.
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All of the participants in this study identified as early childhood educators, as
opposed to caregivers or babysitters, and looked for ways to improve their skills through
training, continuing education, and connection with other FCC educators. The motivating
factors identified in the narratives that supported their efforts to continually improve their
practice were positive affect and commitment to the work (Naquin & Holton, 2002).
Participant 11 shared that she continued to take college courses to complete first her
bachelor’s degree and then earned a master’s in education. She thought it would lead her to
a job in public school, but her heart brought her back to family child care. Participant 13
spoke about the many years it took her to complete her degree, but when it was finally
done, it enhanced her sense of professional identity and pride. Participant 16 gave credit to
a mentor to helped her to earn her CDA and considered how she might pay it forward by
supporting the professional growth of other FCC educators.
This important, but often difficult work, is enriched when educators have a positive
sense of their professional identity and when they are able to structure the work in a way
that allows them to balance the needs of others with the commitment to their own
wellbeing. The strong bonds of family and community created within successful FCC
programs makes this possible.
Feminist Critique
Using the lens of critical feminist theory, I sought evidence in the participants’
narratives that provided insight into challenges they encountered while working within
dominant social paradigms that diminish the status of women and devalue work that
involves the care of others. Since my analysis also employed feminist grounded theory, I
listened for acts of emancipation and resilience as well. Participants in this study shared a
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range of inspiring stories and insight about their work referencing their professional status
within the field of education, their compensation relative to other early childhood
educators, and the power of connection to transform the lives of the children and families in
their programs.
There are clear differences in the conditions of work between home-based and the
more institutional settings of early education programs located in child care centers or
public schools. However, the daily work of education and care for young children requires
an equivalent amount of preparation and effort and follows the same guiding principles and
practices. The factors contributing to the gap in professional status and wages between
FCC educators and their colleagues working in center-based programs or public schools
include the location of care, motivation for engaging in the work, policies that prioritize
academic learning over nurturant care, and cultural assumptions about the roles of women
and men in care work.
The Invisible Labor of Love
While the educators in this study knew their work had value, some identified that
low professional status within the field of education in general and ECE specifically,
remains an ongoing problem. FCC is often viewed as a less formal and less
educationally-oriented mode of care, which explains why parents often choose a
home-based setting for infants and toddlers, but prefer a center-based setting for preschool
children (NSECE, 2016). Participant 13, who had a leadership role within a national
professional association, advocated against organizing FCC educators as a sub-group of
early childhood educators stating that they need to be integrated and included within the
broader professional context instead. This professional recognition as equal partners in the
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delivery of educational services to young children is important to FCC educators.
Participant 2 felt affirmed when the parents in her program, who were public school
teachers referred to her as an educator. Participant 19 was recognized by the public school
kindergarten teacher of a child who learned to read when she attended her program.
But some FCC educators expressed ambivalence about their professional identity.
Since the work of family child care involves close personal relationships between
educators and the children they serve, FCC educators often have “difficulty distinguishing
what she is doing as a job from what she is doing for love” (Nelson, 2010, p. 214). This
impacts their ability to raise rates and set limits about the conditions of care as evidenced
in stories where participants were conflicted about increasing their rates or spent their own
resources to provide what they deemed to be important things to enrich children’s lives,
such as bicycles or memberships to the YMCA. Their underlying motivation was often so
other-centered that some FCC educators sacrificed their own needs to support the needs of
the children and families in their program. Tuominen (2003) notes that an other-centered
motivation for engaging in work also contributes to devaluing care work:
Within this ideological bifurcation, attention to the needs of others and facilitating
the development of another (that is, the activity of care) can only hinder one’s
autonomous pursuit of financial success and power in the market economy. As
such, the work of care is devalued because is restricts the rational, market-oriented
individual from competition and success. (p. 45)
England (2005) refers to this as the “prisoner of love” motivational framework,
which “emphasizes altruistic motivations and intrinsic rewards [that] may lead care workers
to accept lower pay” (p. 382). This conflict was present in most of the interviews, even
when educators expressed that they were satisfied with the compensation they earned.
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This brings us back to Fletcher’s (1999) assertion that the social construction of
work into public and private spheres, leaves work that focuses on social support or
relational practice rendered invisible, especially when that work occurs in a private home.
The underlying assumption that care work is innate (for women) and therefore requires
little training or skill, exacerbates the issue of invisibility. Feminist scholars assert that care
work “has been socially devalued by a capitalist and/or patriarchal order” (Fisher & Tronto,
1990, p. 35) and often entails and perpetuates the oppression of women” (p. 37). The field
of FCC is made of predominately of women. When identifying participants for this study, it
was challenging to find men who were direct providers of FCC and even more difficult to
engage them in a discussion about their role at educators and caregivers.
Women’s Work
Within many caring professions, such as health care, home care, elder care, and
domestic work, women, especially BIPOC women, are overrepresented and undervalued
(Abel & Nelson, 1990; Tuominen, 2003). That is certainly the case in early education
overall, but especially within the family child care sector. Participant 1, who was the only
man in the study, shared that parents’ gendered assumptions about caregiving can often
make it challenging for men to be successful FCC educators. He relayed that he initially
had to employ a female assistant to do the more intimate care activities, such as diapering,
to gain parents’ confidence. Once they came to know and trust him, however, he was able
to work with a male assistant. He advocates for bringing more men into the field noting
that it is a labor-intensive, but high-reward career. His wife was an FCC educator and he
worked as her assistant for some time before taking over the business. They still
collaborate and work together from time to time and he notes that “you have more
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connection between you, so it makes your marriage better.” He advocates that FCC
educators should consider engaging their husbands in the work, directly or indirectly.
Participant 11 also encouraged her husband, whom she refers to lovingly as her
“wing man,” to join her as her assistant when she increased the capacity of her program
from six to 10.
15 years ago we were having those conversations and he’d come home from work
and he had a hard day, and didn’t really like what he did and was exhausted. And
I’d be like, ‘Oh, we did this, and this, and this,’ and he’s like, ‘Yeah, you just always
have more fun.’ And I’m like, ‘Well, at some point maybe you want to think about
that.’ And we just of joked about it. And then I got this phone call from a mom
[who wanted to enroll another child], and I called him at work, I said, ‘You know
how we always joked about that?
Well, let’s think about it.’ And it didn’t take long. I think we made a decision in a
day or two. (Participant 11)
The question then is whether the addition or presence of men changes the
perception of FCC work as “women’s work” and whether the broader inclusion of men in
the field might increase the professional status of family child care. This will involve
changing parents’ perceptions about whether men can be nurturing caregivers. Further
research might explore how balancing gender participation in this field could change these
dynamics within this sector of early care and education and whether the professional status
of FCC educators would increase as a result.
Wage Parity
While, many participants shared that they earned more income as FCC educators
than center-based teachers, the long hours (8 hours per day in center-based vs. 10–11 hours
per day in family child care) made the comparative hourly wage less. This gap in pay is
greater for educators who serve families receiving federal subsidies as the rate of
reimbursement is approximately 49% of the market rate for tuition statewide in
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Massachusetts (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2018). Within this subsidy structure,
FCC educators are paid less than center-based programs for the same services. FCC
programs receive an average of 25% lower compensation for infants and toddlers and 32%
less for children over the age of two. As independent business owners, FCC educators
receive no benefits and must pay the self-employment contribution rate for Social Security.
FCC educators associated with an FCC system, do receive additional administrative
supports such as assistance with enrollment management, fee collection in addition to
program quality supports from home visitors and opportunities to participate in
professional development activities. However, families who are eligible to receive
subsidies are not evenly distributed in all communities, creating inequity in access to higher
tuition rates for many FCC educators. Further, a rate structure based on the local market
rate means paying different rates across communities for the same work and service.
Not only are the gaps apparent within the sector of early education and care and
across communities, but the wage difference between home-based educators and their
public school counterparts is even greater, especially when taking into account the
additional benefits and working conditions associated with being a public school teacher.
“The complex skills and knowledge required of [early childhood] educators to effectively
foster the learning and development of young children is at odds with the low status
currently accorded to this work” (Austin et al., 2019, p. 1) Further, the prioritization of the
academic aspects of ECE over love and care, makes the more age-segregated groupings
and explicit educational program orientation in center-based care and public schools appear
to parents to be more stimulating and impactful for preschool children. A common
explanation for this wage gap is that the educational requirements of teachers working in
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these programs are higher than the entry-level requirements for FCC educators. However,
most advanced practice FCC participants in this study had attained comparable degrees.
FCC educators derive other benefits from the income their businesses earn as well, such as
tax deductions for space and materials. Finding a way to capture the true salary of FCC
educators to enable a more direct comparative analysis between the compensation of
home-based and center-based and public school educators would be a useful undertaking
as a starting point to address the issue of wage parity (Whitebook & McLean, 2017).
The experiences of the participants in this study shed light on the intersectionality of
race, gender, and socio-economic status. Austin et al. (2019) note that:
the historical and pervasive undervaluing of labor performed by women and
minorities in the United States has combined to create one of the most underpaid
workforces in the country: those who care for and teach young children. The early
care and education (ECE) sector is comprised almost exclusively of women, 40
percent of whom are people of color. (Austin et al., 2019, p. 1)
Women often bear the responsibility of taking care of others without the requisite
resources to do so. This is mitigated by the self-esteem women acquire through the
act of caring for other. However, when the responsibilities associated with taking
care of others outpaces the resources necessary to provide care, “women [may]
suffer from burnout and disillusionment.” (England et al., 2012, p. 43)
This also reinforces the lower professional status that FCC educators are accorded
within the field of education. Considerable structural changes are needed to more equitably
recognize and compensate FCC educators in order to sustain and expand this important
segment of early care and education. Recommendations to address these challenges will be
explored further in the implications for leadership and change section.
Theoretical Propositions
The primary goal for this study was to identify conditions and social processes that
lead to high quality early education and care (ECE) in home-based learning environments.
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Findings from the data provided insight about the lived experience of FCC educators, who
are successful and thrive in their work. This led to the development of a theoretical model
and the generation of theoretical propositions, grounded in the data from the participants’
stories. In this section, I outline these theoretical propositions and demonstrate how they
relate to and expand upon the extant literature.
Theoretical Proposition I: By creating space and setting the terms of care, FCC educators
experience more control over all aspects of program operation. This practice allows FCC
educators to more effectively balance the needs of others and self, decreases job-related
stressors, and increases both the job satisfaction and wellbeing of FCC educators.
The construct of creating space builds upon the current literature focusing on
intentionality of practice (Doherty et al., 2006; Kontos et al., 1995). The work of a family
child care educator is a complex job that is both physically and mentally demanding.
Working alone with a group of six children each day, all day requires a significant amount
of planning, preparation, and intentionality of effort. Without appropriate structure, the
effort required to meet the needs of young children and keep them safe can become
unwieldy and stressful. Increased stress can result in less sensitive caregiving (Whitaker et
al., 2015) and contributes to the intention to leave the field (Kontos & Reissen, 1993).
Job satisfaction and motivation are positively impacted when FCC educators have
the ability to adapt and change in the face of high demands. Participant 4 affirmed the
importance of adaptability and responsiveness.
I will never say no to a child who puts their arms up. I will never, ever say no to a
child who wants to be held or read a book to. I have stopped in the middle of the
craziest things to sit down on the floor and read a book, and they know that they can
come to me and count on that. (Participant 4)
This means that she may not get to the activity that was planned or serve lunch on
time, but her experience has taught her to go with the flow. Participant 8 notes that there
are times when all of the children are having a bad day at once, with lots of tears and
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conflict throughout the program. She shared that she will sometimes just give in, sit down
in the middle of the room, and let the children know that she understands that things are not
going as planned. She acknowledges the children’s feelings and struggles, responding with
compassion and care. The context she creates is one of authentic caring, therefore she sets
aside her own agenda, recognizes and responds to the children’s needs, and engages in
dialogue in the moment. At the end of the day, educators often reflect on the day’s events.
Participant 2 notes that she always writes a positive note about each child before wrapping
up each day. The renews her commitment to start fresh the next day with renewed energy
and enthusiasm.
The addition of a second caregiver can mitigate these stressors to some degree, but
finding qualified dependable assistants can be a stressor in and of itself. Participant 1 noted
that it is a challenge to train a new assistant but added that it can make all the difference
once they are working in synch.
Me and my assistant, we are so connected by the eyes, you see what they want.
When I was doing something, I look at her she said, ‘Okay, I will do it,’ without
saying a word. It also takes time to know each other. (Participant 1)
Participant 1 emphasized the importance of treating assistants like professional, even if
it means that they grow professionally and leave to start their own program.
Experienced educators are selective when enrolling families in their program, to
ensure that they have the resources to meet their needs. They communicate their policies
and standards with confidence and compassion and understand that they cannot meet the
needs of every family. It’s critical that they maintain balance between job demands and
available resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Curbow et al., 2000; Vagg & Speilberger,
1998) and know when to refer a family to another program when they are unable to serve
them adequately.
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When FCC educators are clear about their motivation for engaging in the work and
understand their why, they are more likely to express a positive professional identity and
commit to continually improving their knowledge and practice. This is another aspect of
intentionality that fosters resilience and persistence in the field (Gu & Day, 2007). FCC
educators who are flourishing share that the work is joyful and meaningful.
Theoretical Proposition II: Successful FCC educators engage in relational practice to create
cultures of authentic caring within their programs and in the community. This benefits FCC
educators as well as the families and children they serve and positively impacts children’s
school readiness and success.
Most of the research on quality in FCC programs has focused on structural
indicators that include group size, ratios, curriculum, and materials. There are also tools that
evaluate teacher:child interactions as well as those measuring attitudes and beliefs of FCC
educators but there is no integrated measure of quality that examines the quality of
relationships within an FCC program. The evidence that emerged in this study highlights
the significance of the culture of authentic caring created by educators that leads to
supportive, mutually affirming relationships within this context (Noddings, 1996).
Successful educators achieve this by engaging in relational practice, where all members of
the community experience transformation through
“growth-in-connection” (Fletcher, 2001, p. 31).
It is notable that a review of the research on quality in FCC does not include the
constructs of either authentic caring or relational practice; rather the framework for quality
focuses on the more environmental or instructional aspects of the program. While Bromer
and Henly (2004) remarked on the nature of care in FCC as “highly relational,” they note
further that relational practice “may represent a hidden dimension of child care quality that
is seldom examined in child care quality studies” (p. 958). The findings in this study extend
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that narrative by examining the impact of these deep connections on the wellbeing of the
children and educators in home-based programs. Love and care, as enacted through
relational practice, are not identified or valued as elements of quality, perhaps because love
and care are considered feelings that cannot be quantified or measured. However, hooks
(2001) asserts that love is not a feeling but a capacity that can be cultivated, practiced, and
ultimately measured. Relational practice is a critical skill that successful FCC educators
enact with intention that positively impacts all members in the community they create.
Many participants referred to their FCC community as a second family. Participant 2 notes
that her families have told her “You’re the grandma that my kids don’t have. You will
always be a part of my family.” She added, “I get Christmas cards from the families. I think
it’s the community that I’ve built around myself that makes this job so rewarding.”
Children’s early experiences, within their family and in the community, have an
impact on their future academic readiness and success (Dockett & Perry, 2009). The
relational practice that FCC educators cultivate within high quality home-based learning
environments foster “connections of care and trust … [that lead to] reciprocal connections
of learning and growth that enrich both the teachers’ and students’ lives” (Bauer, 2018, p.
226). Children who have the opportunity to experience this type of early education and care
will clearly have an advantage throughout their educational journey.
Theoretical Proposition III: The professional identity for FCC educators must include childcentered learning within an environment of love and care, as these are central elements of
quality in FCC.
There is significant research to support the premise that job satisfaction and
program quality are positively impacted by an FCC educator’s professional identity
(Faulkner et al., 2016; Fernandez et al., 2018; Gerstenblatt et al., 2014; Nelson, 2010).
While the increased visibility about the value and importance of early care and education
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has been invaluable in garnering increased public attention and financial support for the
field, more emphasis has been placed on the academic aspects of children’s experiences
than on the relational side of the equation. This is likely due to the ability of educational
institutions to quantify academic progress through various standardized measures (Douglass
& Gittell, 2012; Rouse & Hadley, 2018). Emotional regulation, empathy, and compassion,
all skills derived through relational practice (Fletcher, 2001), remain elusive constructs to
measure. The love and care that children experience in FCC programs receives little
recognition, yet is essential to the wellbeing of the children and educators in these programs
(England & Folbre, 2002; Faulkner et al., 2016; Fernandez et al., 2018; Forry et al., 2013;
Tuominen, 2003). Participants in this study were not shy about discussing the love they felt
for the children they served, even while they differentiated their affection from that of the
children’s primary parent or guardian. In making this distinction, FCC educators asserted
their professional identity and commitment to this important work. While many noted that
this attachment gave meaning to their work, they also noted that it made them vulnerable to
emotional distress when children moved on from their program. The recognition they
received from parents or the children themselves, helped them to justify this investment of
love and care.
Research shows that professionalization, when construed as the over-formalization
of practice, has often been resisted by FCC educators (Bromer & Henly, 2004; Nelson,
2010). This includes regulatory oversight, which is often perceived as a burden by many
FCC educators (Phillips et al., 1990; Shdaimah et al., 2018). Most of the experienced FCC
educators in this study however, were knowledgeable and supportive of regulatory
structures and affirmed the value of maintaining compliance with important health and
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safety guidelines and quality standards. This leads back to the findings on intentionality of
practice, that supported FCC educators in maintaining balance and boundaries in their
program policies and enrollment practices. Many educators also underscored the need to be
adaptable and responsive to children’s needs throughout the day. This meant integrating
learning into all activities and routines.
Participant 4 shared that she took every opportunity to teach children to observe and
discuss what was happening throughout the day. Learning was not narrowly defined to
planned lessons, rather woven into the context of daily life. This responsiveness to,
recognition, and engagement of children’s intellectual and emotional development is the
foundation of quality in FCC and must be included in the professional development of
FCC educators. Relational practice, which is inclusive of love and care, is a cornerstone of
quality in thriving FCC programs.
Theoretical Proposition IV: Connecting with others who engage in the work of FCC
increases resilience and fosters a stronger commitment to professional practice.
The research shows that FCC educators with greater social or peer support indicated
greater satisfaction in their work (Freeman & Karlsson, 2012; Hughes-Belding et al., 2012;
Kontos & Reissen, 1993). “Caregiving requires self-integrity as well as a sense of
connectedness. If caregivers must be attentive and responsive, they must have the personal
strength to make decisions about what they perceive others’ interests to be and to take care
of their own needs” (Abel & Nelson, 1990, p. 5).
This study confirmed that educators who were connected to formal and informal
networks felt supported and affirmed. Formal networks included participation in an FCC
system, where educators participated in professional development that helped them to
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advance their practice. Informal networks included community-based networks and cohorts
within higher education courses and programs.
Participant 3 notes that she makes time in the evening to take classes to improve her
curriculum. She has many colleagues who are also FCC educators and they connect
regularly to share ideas about curriculum and child development. Participant 11 began
taking courses with a cohort of other educators and remained connected to that cohort as
she completed both her undergraduate and graduate degrees in early education. Participant
9 described a local community network of FCC educators that collaborated on issues like
enrollment, community outreach, and back-up care. In this context, they also shared
solutions to problems they encountered in their daily work with children.
FCC educators who expressed a positive professional identity sought out a network
of colleagues who shared their passion and interest in the work. Several advance practice
educators also became peer mentors, leading professional forums or providing targeted
mentorship to novice educators. This builds upon the findings of Pence and Goldman
(1991) who identified that the path to quality extends beyond licensing through a
combination of targeted, relevant training, a connections to a peer network, and a strong
professional identity. Therefore, supporting connections to professional networks can serve
to sustain and expand FCC programs.
Scope of Study
While the stories of the FCC educators within this study are full of rich detail and
have great emotional depth, the methodology of grounded theory yields results that are
transferable rather than generalizable. This methodological approach chosen for this study
sought to illuminate the complex social interactions within FCC programs, find meaning in
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the experience of the participants, compare context and conditions, and offer interpretive,
explanatory findings that take into account the social construct in which the phenomenon is
located.
In this case, the purposeful sample was limited to those FCC educators who
demonstrated an interest in improving the quality of their programs as indicated by their
participation in a voluntary quality rating improvement system. While the sample was very
diverse in terms of age, geography, length of service, and race/ethnicity, it was a proximal
and not a directly representative sample. Further, my own positionality impacted the
selection of participants. My role within the organization that licenses ECE programs meant
that I had to refrain from interviewing participants within my jurisdiction. However, when
it was determined that the sample lacked requisite racial/ethnic diversity, I was approved by
the Antioch Institutional Review Board to collaborate with a colleague who conducted
confidential interviews of several long-serving FCC educators in these communities.
The coding process within grounded theory is also very intensive, using the participants’
words and references. This requires a deep understanding of language idioms and inferences.
Wherever possible, I used the participants’ exact language and phrases. Many participants
in the study spoke a primary language other than English so a careful assessment was
conducted. Inclusion in this study required that educators spoke some English to facilitate
the coding process without requiring the additional layers of translation and interpretation.
However, there are many FCC educators within Massachusetts who are non-English
speakers and their stories carry equal worth and validity. Future studies may focus
specifically on this cohort to learn more about their experience in supporting the needs of
children and families within communities that are culturally and linguistically aligned.
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There are so few studies that ask FCC educators about their experience and
perspective in early care and education, so I experienced some resistance to participation. If
FCC educators had access to more direct research that specifically addressed their unique
model of care, I believe participation in future studies would increase. Many educators
within this study were somewhat nervous at first during the interviews, but once they were
allowed to reflect on the meaning and value of their work, found that they had plenty of
insight to contribute. Providing a framework and opportunities for FCC educators to engage
in reflective practice more intentionally could have a positive impact on their professional
identity.
The inclusion of men in this work is also another area for future study as well as an
analysis the framework of quality supports available for FCC educators. In the following
section, I will outline recommendations and implications for leading change and supporting
home-based early learning programs.
Implications for Leadership and Change in Early Education and Care
Family child care educators work with some of the most vulnerable children and
families, but are not often recognized or supported for their important contribution to this
work. Trends show that the supply of licensed FCC programs has declined significantly in
the past decade (National Center on Early Childhood Quality Assurance, 2018). The loss of
regulated FCC programs disproportionately impacts low-income and working-class
families who rely on the local, affordable, and flexible care and culturally relevant settings
that FCC programs provide (Viera & Hill, 2019). Therefore, it is imperative to develop
actionable strategies and policies to support this critical sector of the ECE ecosystem.
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This study sheds light on a number of policy recommendations that would serve to
increase the supply of high quality home-based learning programs, while supporting the
professional identity and wellbeing of educators working within these programs. These
include both short-term, mid-term, and long-term strategies, some of which will require
redirection of current resources or increased public and private investment over time.
Short-Term Recommendations
Short-term propositions include increasing the visibility of the value of family child
care as an equal partner in providing high quality early learning and care for children.
•

Articulate the value proposition of FCC for parents and potential FCC educators.
This might include a detailed description of the strengths of home-based learning
programs and an overview of quality indicators made available through resource
and referral agencies or by posting conspicuously on a website for families seeking
child care. Doing so would be informative for parents interested in this care model,
but could also spark the interest of potential providers by sharing professional
standards.

•

Recognize educational milestones and career advancement for FCC educators.
Many of the educators in this study participated in grant programs and educational
opportunities that helped them to improve their practice. Several expressed pride
about their accomplishments but acknowledged that the lack of public recognition
left them feeling a sense of futility in making this investment of their time, which
always takes place outside of their program hours. In an attempt to express her
gratitude, Participant 13 took the time to write to the Governor of Massachusetts
and even the President of the United States when she finally earned her Bachelor’s
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degree, even though she knew a response would be a long shot. When she received
letters from each acknowledging her accomplishment, it made her feel valued and
affirmed. Recognition at the community or regional level, or within a professional
association, would improve the professional identity of FCC educators and
incentivize others to participate in ongoing educational advancement.
Mid-Term Recommendations
Mid-term strategies might entail more planning and development but would serve to
recognize, support, and sustain the work of experienced FCC educators.
•

Effectively engage advanced practice FCC educators in supporting the field and
develop strategies to invite new educators into the work. Many of the educators in
this study shared that they learned about effective FCC practice from friends and
colleagues. Several of the advanced practice educators spoke about utilizing their
knowledge and skills to coach and mentor other FCC educators. Participant 2 was
leading a professional learning community focused on accreditation. Others such as
Participant 4, Participant 18, and Participant 13, found opportunities to share their
experience with other FCC educators by offering training and coaching to new
educators. Participant 16 was considering becoming a CDA validator, since she had such
a positive experience with that credentialing program. Using the wealth of experience from
these advanced practice educators not only affirms their professional identity, but also
makes a contribution to the field and inspires new FCC educators. As Participant 9 noted,
“if I can find a situation to have somebody come in and I’m not doing five, 10-hour days. I
can do three, 10-hour days. That would definitely be a big influence [on my decision to
continue working].” Offering apprenticeship opportunities to new educators interested in
becoming FCC educators would be another great step. This could be done through an
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internship associated with a college course targeted specifically to FCC practice. Finding a
way to make these internships paid would benefit both experienced and novice FCC
educators.

•

Organize and support local professional networks, building leadership capacity
and critical connections for FCC practitioners at the community level, including
connections to local school districts. There is a significant amount of research that
reinforces that connecting FCC educators to staffed support networks contributes to
improved quality and professional identity (Abell et al., 2014; Bromer et al., 2013;
Paulsell et al., 2010; Tonyan, Nuttall, et al., 2017). Further, a number of
participants in this study described relationships with their local school district that
allowed them to connect children with critical educational and social supports.
Participant 18 advocates that network meetings should be informal and supportive,
recommending that FCC educators host each other in their homes. Participant 4
shared that providing a meal and meaningful information and content made
attending network events worthwhile. Participant 6 noted that when
community-based meetings were held more regularly, she learned a lot about
regulatory changes and grant opportunities. All of these outcomes are valuable and
help FCC educators overcome the isolation of their daily work. However, they
require intentional structuring and support. Funding to support leadership and
coordination as well as network activities is also needed.

•

Curate a list of educational technology resources to support FCC practice and
professional connection with families and other educators. Offer training and
financial resources to effectuate implementation. Many participants shared that
technology assisted them in making connections to parents throughout the day via
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Zoom story hours or by sharing pictures and notes about the activities in which their
children were engaged. Participant 4 also stated that documenting children’s
engagement on a regular basis reduced the administrative burden of writing out
progress reports because the technology she used was populated with developmental
milestones. Participant 11 found inspiration for her nature-based curriculum by
joining an online affinity group with participants from all over the world. While
there is promotional content provided by specific technology companies, there is no
curated list to assist FCC educators with the adoption and integration of technology
platforms into their practice. Tools that would improve practice need to be simple,
relevant, and accessible. Adoption of technology could improve communication,
record-keeping, and compliance with regulatory requirements. Cost might be a
barrier however. Participant 6 shared that she was in a trial rollout for one platform
and received the system at no cost. Creating resources specifically for FCC
programs could make a positive impact on program operations and provide support
to educators in their daily work.
•

Create relevant rather than generalized training for FCC educators including
specialized training to help them to support high-needs children and families.
Delivering early education and care within home-based requirements requires a
unique skill set. Often training in ECE is generalized for all program types, which
creates disadvantage for FCC educators, who must determine how to adapt those
principles within their educational environments. Creating targeted content that utilizes the
strategies and approaches identified within this study would provide FCC educators with a
stronger skillset and enable them to create programs that not only benefit children and
families, but allow them to preserve their own wellbeing.
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Additionally, several participants in this study described the challenges associated
with serving high-needs children, especially those involved with social service agencies.
Participants 5, 10, and 8 all relied upon their previous experience working in Head Start, or
center-based programs to address the needs of children with challenging behaviors. All
were compassionate and responsive, but found it difficult to balance meeting the needs of
these children with the needs of the broader group for whom they were responsible.
Educators working with families with low socio-economic status often reported offering
parents substantial logistical and economic help such as the financial incentive that
Participant 5 gave to a parent to entice her to engage with social services, when Participant
2 shared her home with a family who lost power in a storm, or when Participant 8 found
resources for food and diapers in the community for a family in need in her program.
Center-based programs and public schools often have social workers to assist with these
tasks, but FCC educators are often doing this additional support on their own, without the
benefit of specific training, resources or certification. Sustained support for high needs
children and families can be a source of stress and burnout for FCC educators (Faulkner et
al., 2016). Targeted training could help FCC educators working in these communities to
better maintain boundaries and connect families with appropriate community- based
resources.
•

Review and revise quality standards for FCC so they are inclusive of love and
authentic caring. Assessing quality in FCC programs can be challenging. The
context of providing early education in a home-based environment requires that
assessment tools are structured to take these differences into account. While there are a
number of tools that focus on structural quality, there are very few that evaluate process
quality or the interactions between educators and the children and families they serve. The
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lack of quality indicators within the context of FCC, limits researchers’ efforts to
appropriately assess all facets of effective FCC programs (Bromer et al., 2013). Therefore,
there is a need for “more systemic efforts to develop and evaluate quality initiatives in
home-based child care settings” (Paulsell et al., 2010, p. 2). The framework presented in
this study could be a starting point for evaluating and adapting existing assessment
instruments and for creating new tools.

Long-Term Recommendations
Long-term planning would be needed for larger systems change needed to support
FCC educators. This should include consideration of the way that delivery of early
education is home-based programs is structured and supported.
•

Redefine and expand the role of family child care systems. As noted in many
interviews, FCC systems are structured to facilitate enrollment of children receiving
subsidized care. Participants shared that this assists them in maintaining regular
enrollment and supports collection of parent fees. In addition, FCC systems offer
training to educators affiliated with their system and can assist educators in
establishing a calendar that includes time for professional development, as well as
personal time. However, funding for FCC systems is tied to the delivery of
subsidized care through a daily add-on fee. Therefore, their services are not
available to educators working in higher-income communities. Rethinking the role
that FCC systems can provide as support organizations to all family child care
educators could build upon current infrastructure designed to deliver these
services rather than build a parallel network of supports. Expanding upon the
existing model, FCC systems could be the organizations that engage advanced
practice educators as coaches and mentors for new educators. They could also
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support quality improvement efforts by utilizing national accreditation as a
framework for validating practice improvement. In addition, they might also be able
to facilitate recruitment and placement of qualified FCC assistants, that many
participants noted would be of great value to their program. Reconceptualizing the
structure and function of FCC systems would require input from a broad range of
stakeholders. Capacity-building would need to accompany any shift in resources or
responsibilities to ensure the success of FCC systems operating in an expanded
capacity, but the results could be transformational for the FCC sector.
•

Promote pay equity for family child care educators consistent with center-based
and public school programs and across communities. As discussed earlier,
compensation for FCC educators lags significantly behind their early education
counterparts in other settings. This is largely due to the fact that compensation is
directly tied to parent fees. Even FCC educators working with an FCC system are
considered to be independent business owners, who must cover all operating costs
from the fees collected. Larger programs, especially those run through public
schools, often benefit from additional philanthropic or public funding. Even when
public Pre-K is delivered through the mixed delivery system within a community,
FCC educators are often left out of the equation. This is based on the perception
that FCC educators have less formal education than early educators in other
settings. Achieving pay equity for FCC will take concerted effort, thoughtful
planning, and significant investment of public and private resources but
acknowledgment that FCC educators are equal partners in providing high quality
early learning experiences is the first step. Whitebook and MacLean (2017) affirm
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this noting: [The] current scientific evidence about children birth to age five underlies the
National Academies of Sciences’ consensus that facilitating early learning and
development requires knowledge and skills as complex as those needed to teach older
children.

Furthermore, a review of pre-K programs that have achieved the most lasting
outcomes for children suggests that pre-K teachers [and FCC educators] must be
both highly educated and well paid, on a par with educators of older children.
(Whitebook & MacLean, 2017, p. 2)
Compensation for FCC educators could also include consideration of providing
access to benefits such as health care, retirement plans, or other administrative supports.
Participant 13 advocates strongly, however, that FCC educators need to be at the table
where policy decisions are being made. Engagement efforts on the issue of pay equity must
take into account the time constraints that FCC educators face and be intentional about the
timing of those engagement opportunities. FCC educators would also benefit from training
on advocacy with legislators and policy makers to ensure that they are be equally served by
changes in funding and policy in early education.
•

Identify sustainable funding sources to support home ownership, capital
improvements, and business development for family child care educators.
Participants in this study who owned their homes were often able to create space
dedicated to their child care program. This allowed them to more effectively
disengage at the end of the day and more clearly define their roles between work
and family. If funding could be identified through new or existing programs to
promote home ownership for FCC educators, this could incentivize participation.
Further, the constant use and wear and tear associated with having young children in
a space all day often necessitates more regular capital improvements such as
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painting, replacement of flooring and furniture, etc. While Participant 9 and
Participant 3 both referenced furniture that they purchased through grant programs,
most participants were not aware that these resources were available. Participant 5
noted that she had to make a significant investment in her outdoor space due to
flooding issues and that she had to pay for all of this with operating funds. This limits the
ability of many educators to create indoor and outdoor spaces that are most optimal for their
work. The unique nature and location of home-based early learning programs makes this a
complex issue, but one that is worth solving if we are to sustain this important sector of the
early education landscape.

Conclusion
There is significant empirical evidence regarding the important role that FCC
educators play in supporting the needs of young families, especially immigrants and those
in economically challenged communities (Bromer & Porter, 2019). Gaining a better
understanding of what it takes to achieve authentic caring in a way that benefits the
families as well as the caregivers is the key to sustaining FCC programs. Learning to value
the positive impact of love and care in children’s development will help to highlight why
small, home-based programs can and do provide optimal education and support for both
children and families.
FCC educators are adaptable and resilient and have proven the value of their role in
supporting children and families. The stories shared by educators in this study affirm that
premise and underscore the value of maintaining and supporting this sector of the ECE
ecosystem. Even under the most challenging circumstances they found ways to prioritize
authentic caring through relational practice and helped the families and children they
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served to flourish. As public support for early education continues to grow, it is imperative
to bolster retention and expansion of home-based programs (Bedrick & Daily, 2020).
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APPENDIX A: Participant Recruitment
Questions for Family Child Care Licensing Specialists

1.
2.
3.
4.

What are the characteristics of a high quality family child care program?
How do you know that FCC educators love what they are doing?
Describe your interaction with these educators.
Can you identify 2–3 exemplary educators who may be interested in participating
in this practice study?
5. What could be used to incentivize educators to participate?
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APPENDIX B: Informed Consent
Live and Learn: Examining Foundations of Quality in Family Child Care
Introduction
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Kelly Meehan, a doctoral
student in the Antioch University PhD in Leadership and Change program. Kelly Meehan
also currently serves as the Regional Director for the Metro Boston Region at the
Massachusetts Department of Early Education and Care. Kelly Meehan does not oversee
licensing in the region your program operates. You have been chosen because you have
demonstrated that your program offers high quality early education and care.
This form includes detailed information on the research to help you decide whether to
participate in this project. Please read it carefully and ask any questions you have before
you agree to participate.
Purpose of the Study
The primary goal for this study is to identify conditions and social processes that lead to
high quality early education and care (ECE) in home-based learning environments; also
referred to as family child care (FCC) homes. Using grounded theory to gain insight about
the lived experience of FCC educators, who are successful and thrive in their work, will
help to directly inform policy and practice in the field of ECE to support retention and
expansion of this important sector of the ECE ecosystem.
Procedures
Your participation will involve a virtual interview with Kelly Meehan, that will last
approximately one hour. You will be asked questions related to your work as a licensed,
family child care educator in Massachusetts. Each interview will be recorded and then
transcribed. You will receive a copy of the written transcription for review within two
weeks of the interview.
Risks
This is a minimal risk research study. That means that the risks of participating are no more
likely or serious than those you encounter in everyday activities. Interviews are not related
in any way to evaluation of your FCC program.
Benefits
There will be no direct benefit to you, but your participation may help others in the future.
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Confidentiality
All data will be protected, and the identities of individual participants will be kept
confidential throughout the process. Pseudonyms will be used to maintain confidentiality
and all related information (location, affiliated agency, etc.) that could lead to potential
identification of participants will be removed as well. Kelly Meehan will maintain these
records for 3 years from the date of the publication of this study on a separate computer
drive. The audio recordings will be destroyed once the study and dissertation report have
been published in OhioLink.
In the course of conducting analysis of the data collected, copies of the deidentified
transcripts will be shared with members of the dissertation committee and two other
graduate students who will assist with coding. It is also possible that the coding team may
listen to deidentified excerpts of the recorded audio from the interviews.
Future Publication
The primary researcher, Kelly Meehan, reserves the right to include any results of this
study in future scholarly presentations and/or publications. All information will be deidentified prior to publication.
Voluntary Participation
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to participate.
You will not be penalized for your decision not to participate or for any of your
contributions during the study. Your family child care license will not be affected by this
decision or your participation. You may withdraw from this study at any time. If you agree
to participate now and change your mind later, you may withdraw at any time by emailing
Kelly Meehan at kmeehan2@antioch.edu. If an interview has already taken place, the
information you provided will not be used in the research study.
Compensation
All participants will receive an honorarium of approximately twenty-five dollars as an
expression of gratitude for your time.
For Additional Information
If you have any questions, you may ask them now or later. If you have questions later, you
may contact Kelly Meehan at. If you have any ethical concerns about this study, contact Dr.
Lisa Kreeger, Chair, Institutional Review Board, Antioch University Ph.D. in Leadership
and Change, Email:.
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This proposal has been reviewed and approved by the Antioch International Review
Board (IRB), which is a committee whose task it is to make sure that research
participants are protected. If you wish to find out more about the IRB, contact Dr. Lisa
Kreeger.
Informed Consent
By signing below, you agree to participate in this study. You indicate that you understand
the risks and benefits of participation, and that you know what you will be asked to do. You
also agree that you have asked any questions you might have, and are clear on how to stop
your participation in the study if you choose to do so. Please be sure to retain a copy of this
form for your records.
DO YOU WISH TO BE IN THIS STUDY?
I have read the foregoing information, or it has been read to me. I have had the opportunity
to ask questions about it and any questions I have been asked have been answered to my
satisfaction. I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study.
Print Name of Participant
Signature of Participant

Date

DO YOU WISH TO BE RECORDED IN THIS STUDY?
I voluntarily agree to let the researcher record the virtual interview with me for this study using
Zoom. I agree to allow use of the audio portion of the recording as described in this form.
Print Name of Participant
Signature of Participant

Date

To be filled out by the researcher or the person taking consent:
I confirm that the participant was given an opportunity to ask questions about the study,
and all the questions asked by the participant have been answered correctly and to the best
of my ability. I confirm that the individual has not been coerced into giving consent, and
the consent has been given freely and voluntarily. A copy of this Informed Consent Form
has been provided to the participant.
Print Name of Researcher/person taking the consent
Signature of Researcher/person taking the consent

Date
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APPENDIX C: Research Assistant Nondisclosure Agreement
As a research assistant you will have access to confidential information pertaining to the
research study. Many participants have only revealed information to investigators because
principal investigators have assured participants that every effort will be made to maintain
confidentiality. That is why it is of the utmost importance to maintain full confidentiality when
conducting a research study. Confidential information relating to human subjects in a research
study may include, but is not limited to:
∙ Name, date of birth, age, sex, address, and contact information;
∙ Current contact details of family, guardian etc.;
∙ Medical or educational history and/or records;
∙ Sexual lifestyle;
∙ Personal care issues;
∙ Service records and progress notes;
∙ Assessments or reports;
∙ Ethnic or racial origin;
∙ Political opinions, religious or philosophical beliefs.
Below is a list of expectations you will be required to adhere to as a research assistant. Please
carefully review these expectations before signing this form.
In order to maintain confidentiality, I agree to:
1. Keep all research information that is shared with me (e.g. flash drives, notes, transcripts,
data, etc.) confidential by not discussing or sharing this information verbally or in any format
with anyone other than the principal investigator of this study;
2. Ensure the security of research information while it is in my possession. This may include:
∙ Keeping all documents and/or data related to the research study on a
password protected computer with password protected files;
∙ Closing any programs, documents, or data files related to the research study
when away from the computer;
∙ Keeping any printed documents and/or data related to the research study
in a secure location such as a locked filing cabinet;
∙ Permanently deleting any digital communication containing documents
and/or data related to the research study.
3. Not make copies of documents and/or data related to the research study unless specifically
instructed to do so by the principal investigator;
4. Give all research information/data and research participant information/databack to the
principal investigator upon completion of my duties as a research assistant;
5. After discussing it with the principal investigator, erase or destroy all research information
that cannot be returned to the principal investigator upon completion of my duties as a research
assistant. Name of Research Assistant: Courtney Crawford
Title of Research Study: Live and Learn: Exploring Foundations of Quality in Family Child
Care Name of Principal Investigator: Kelly Meehan
By signing this form I acknowledge that I have reviewed, understand, and agree to
adhere to the expectations for a research assistant described above. I agree to maintain
confidentiality while performing my duties as a research assistant and recognize that
failure to comply with these expectations may result in disciplinary action.
Signature / Date (electronic sig is okay)
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APPENDIX D: Permissions for Figures and Tables
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Figure 3.3 Abstract Situational Map: Messy/Working Version
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Figure 3.5 Relational Analysis Using Situational Map: Focus on Epidemiology
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Figure 3.6 Logic of Inquiry in Grounded Theory
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